
        
            
                
            
        

    

Praise for World News from Waverley High

“This is a soulful coming-of-age novel with an unusually appealing, intelligent, and open-hearted narrator. Linda Kass tracks her protagonist's political awakening with sensitivity and a sharp eye for detail, creating a compelling portrait of a young woman navigating her way through a turbulent era in American history.”

—Tom Perrotta, author of New York Times bestsellers Ghost Town and Election

“Linda Kass’s powerful new novel not only captures the intensity of what it was like to be a teenager during the dawn of the 1970s—living through earthquakes in the culture while grooving to some of history’s best rock and roll—but also compels the reader to reflect on how the anxieties of then compare to the turbocharged anxieties of now. A stirring, thought-provoking read!”

—Helen Schulman, author of Lucky Dogs and
New York Times bestseller This Beautiful Life

“Readers of a certain age will relate to this re-creation of a truly unforgettable and double-edged era. . . . The music is only part of the rich pop cultural assault, a barrage of nostalgia that hits its mark. Many of these Waverley High kids would be grandparents now, and it’s tempting to imagine how their grandchildren might be coping in this new millennium with its own heavy challenges. An earnest, meticulous reimagining of the late 1960s and the era’s tense atmosphere of social change.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The characters in this bighearted novel are trying to make sense of that astounding, magnetic, musical, and tumultuous decade known as The Sixties. Linda Kass orchestrates the telling of it all with eloquence and true tenderness.”

—Wil Haygood, author of The War Within a War:
The Black Struggle in Vietnam and at Home and
Tigerland: 1968–1969: A City Divided, a Nation
Torn Apart, and a Magical Season of Healing

“Linda Kass masterfully transports us back in time while keeping us tethered to the fears, hopes, and quiet conquests known to young lives of every generation. This is a beautifully nuanced tale of what connects us throughout the ages.”

—Connie Schultz, Pulitzer Prize–winning
journalist and author of New York Times bestseller
The Daughters of Erietown

“Remember what it was like when you were a teenager and your whole life, thrilling and frightening, was opening ahead of you? World News from Waverley High, with its fast-paced storyline and its nuanced treatment of time and place, will remind you. With a clear eye and sensitivity to all that presses down on her characters, Linda Kass has written a novel that resonates with the here and now.”

—Lee Martin, author of The Evening Shades and
Pulitzer Prize finalist The Bright Forever

“The times they are a-changin’. Linda Kass’s fourth novel is set during the 1969–’70 school year—when tensions are running high over race relations, the war in Vietnam, drugs, and even rock ’n’ roll. This glimpse inside Waverley High provides a wonderful time capsule of these turbulent times, and Kass’s focus on the music of the day provides a pitch-perfect soundtrack for this look back at a pivotal time in our nation’s history.”

—Laney Katz Becker, author of In the Family Way

Praise for Bessie

“. . . a fascinating historical novel that plumbs the cultural contradictions that impacted Myerson and led her to speak out against both antisemitism and racial bigotry . . . Nuanced, complex and insightful . . .”

—Ms. magazine

“. . . richly-drawn . . . compelling . . . Kass’ evocation of Myerson, and the interplay between anti-Semitism, racism, sexism, and classism that she highlights, bring the mid-20th century into sharp focus.”

—Lilith magazine

Praise for A Ritchie Boy

“. . . [a] lovely novel in stories . . . Kass doesn’t shy away from the horrors of exile, anti-Semitism, genocide, and war. But she also presents a strong case for stubbornly opposing that darkness with tolerance, decency, friendship, love, and hope.”

—Historical Novels Review

“Told as a series of interconnected stories, Linda Kass’s captivating, based-in-truth novel A Ritchie Boy is about assimilation, hope, and perseverance.”

—Foreword Reviews

“From Vienna during the Anschluss to booming post-War Columbus, Linda Kass has done her homework. Half historical novel, half family saga, A Ritchie Boy will charm readers who loved All the Light We Cannot See.”

—Stewart O’Nan, author of City of Secrets

Praise for Tasa’s Song

“Kass’s novel is a moving tribute, inspired by her mother’s survival of the Holocaust, to the endurance of family, faith, and culture set in eastern Poland during WWII, when both German and Russian forces ravaged the region . . .
a memorable tale of unflinching courage in the face of war—and the power of love and beauty to flourish amid its horrors.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Across decades and continents, Tasa follows a song of hope that is uplifting even in the face of great adversity, proving that an indomitable spirit can transcend the greatest hardships. Kass depicts a heartbreaking time with great sensitivity and detail in this beautifully rendered historical drama.”

—Booklist
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This book is dedicated to the Eastmoor High School classes of 1970 and 1971, along with those before and after, and to our devoted faculty.

My classmates will recognize this as a work of fiction—no character portrayed in it is based upon any person, living or dead, and no event has its counterpart in the reality we knew at Eastmoor High. They will also realize that I have taken certain liberties, both physical and historical, in creating the fictional Waverley High School.




The world is before you
and you need not take it or leave it
as it was when you came in.

––JAMES BALDWIN




Please note that the terms and capitalization used in the fictional newspaper articles within this novel reflect the story’s era, a time when the word black was lowercased when it was used to refer to people. Throughout the rest of the book, Black has been capitalized when it is used to refer to people, in recognition of the shared cultural identity the word represents.






August 25, 1969Hot Fun in the Summertime


What’s in a name?

I’m always drilling into meaning. Of everything. Including the name of my high school: Waverley High. Stuff gets stuck in my head, stupid stuff, but I can’t help trailing a tangent to figure out answers. Like, why Waverley instead of Jefferson or Peabody, you know? My younger brother, Nathan, says I’m weird, but he thinks everything is weird. My sister, Sylvia, who just left for her sophomore year at college, calls me inquisitive. She claims that’s a good thing. My English teacher, Miss Saunders, insists she can’t wait to work with me on my junior speech because the best essays are written by those who ruminate a lot.

I’m glad I live a mile from Waverley, on Chesterfield where it crosses Elbern. Those twenty minutes walking to school give me time to kick around whatever won’t let my mind rest. Like the latest Sly single that’s been playing nonstop on WCOL since last month. I keep humming the lyrics. They’re catchy, and I can always use some cloud nine. Like last Saturday when Abby and I spent the day at the Ohio State Fair. I rode the Ferris wheel four times, ate a funnel cake, and got to see headliners Johnny Cash and Bob Hope. And in July, when my family took a car trip to the Big Apple to visit Oma and Papa before Sylvia left for fall quarter.

I can’t believe I’m a junior and it’s already the first day of the school year.

I do love my high school. As I said, I’ve been wondering how it got its name. I actually spent several days perusing dictionaries and encyclopedias at our local library. Looking at the root word, wave, got me thinking of possibilities. A wave could be a movement sweeping large numbers in a common direction, like a wave of protest. Or I could extract waver, as in: “to hesitate or to fluctuate in opinion or allegiance.” I rather like to think in terms of the wave of the future: “a trend that will inevitably prevail.” Maybe I can use what I learned for my junior speech. Or pitch it as an article for The Beacon. The definitions of Waverley (most left out the second e) talk about enchanting forests and rural countryside, all descriptions pointing to a peaceful, tranquil place.

That is not my high school. At least, not literally. We’re an urban public school in Columbus, Ohio. No forests or countryside, but most of the time it is a haven, a steady respite from a lot of tumult out in the world. The stuff most of us teenagers ignore because all we really want is to be loved, to be seen, to fit in. And to be safe.

By the way, my name is Lena, short for Helena. Lena Rosen. Turns out my parents couldn’t decide between Eleanor and Helen, but both names come from the word light. See, there’s always a meaning for everything.






August 1969Everyday People


Waverley High is a block-long orange brick building with two floors of white-framed windows. Looking out through the glass now, you’d observe buses arriving from the various feeder neighborhoods. Cars letting students out with parents shouting, “Don’t forget your lunch!” Some, like me, walking from the sidewalk to the plaza in front of the building’s main entrance. Squeals of delight when hundreds of us teenagers reconnect after a long summer.

Waverley’s energy comes from all of us, thrown together with different socioeconomic backgrounds, different religions, different races. We cross the green front lawn as if we know where we’re going, but most of us have no clue. We do have our confident moments when we feel the potential for happiness, when the world seems full of possibilities. But right now, the warning bell is ringing, and we need to find our assigned homerooms.

As a junior, I know the homeroom list is posted on the lobby wall. If I’m nice, I’ll pass that along to the newbie sophomores, easy to spot by the frightened looks on their faces as they linger in the shade of several oak trees. I also know this: High schoolers are a somewhat tormented lot, and most don’t want to reveal themselves, their insecure sides. On the other hand, when we’re thrown together in a class, a band, a play, on a team, or working on The Beacon or student council, it doesn’t matter what group we’re in. When we work together, interesting stuff happens.

So I guess I keep hoping something great is around the corner. For me, for my friends, for all of us here at Waverley. I like to think about this alongside our humdrum days: each divided into six periods of fifty minutes, each class adding more homework to an already-weighty list of chores my parents expect me to carry out without attitude. But every day is part of a week when something happens. All you have to do is read the Citizen-Journal or Columbus Dispatch or watch Walter Cronkite on the evening news. I prefer not hearing about race riots in cities across the country or American boys getting killed in Vietnam, stuff that feels unreal. As if it’s only happening far away. But we can’t ignore all the injustice and rage out there or the division and discord that do exist right here. They seep inside that invisible bubble we’d like to imagine surrounds Waverley High, where most of us just want to get along.

Stretching my neck above the crowd of students, I spot my name. I’m not thrilled to find myself in Miss Portia Squire’s homeroom. She teaches Typing and Home Economics, the latter, a required course where I had to learn the useless skill of sewing. My cotton culottes turned out to be too short-waisted and earned me a C in her class. My memory of Miss Squire’s nasal voice cuts through all hallway commotion as I scurry past rows of shiny neon-blue lockers. While homeroom is only fifteen minutes before the first-period bell, listening to her pedantic school announcements is not the way I want to begin my first day, or any other.

I find my class schedule and move to a seat in the back of the room. Fortunately, the rest of the day will make up for my bad luck. I got the electives I requested—Current History and Journalism—alongside the junior-year requirements with teachers I like: English 11 with always-insightful Lynn Saunders, American History with well-informed Eleanor Hoover, and Biology with affable Ron Collins. I’m slotted for Algebra II, advanced for a junior and an issue for me since no one likes smart girls. At least I have fair-minded William Shockett. For those good in math, there’s Algebra, Geometry, Calculus, and Trig. The others, who have trouble with numbers, are in general math—10, 11, or 12; some seniors even get stuck in Math 10. I fulfilled my foreign language requirement last year, so no more French—another way to get singled out as brainy. Choir was my default arts elective since I can’t draw or act and don’t play a band instrument. And, as I said, I can’t sew.

Mr. Charles “Gordo” Gordon teaches Current History and is Waverley’s band director. He’s in his late twenties and students think he’s cool. Many are band members or just music fans like him. While I never had Mr. Gordon for a class, I’ve had him in study hall, and he’s easy to talk to. Entering the room, I see some familiar faces. As an elective, Current History is filled with juniors and seniors and this class is representative of the student body—some geeks, some jocks, girls, guys, Black kids, white kids, Jews, Christians, along with other religions and nationalities.

I spot Abby and see she’s saved me a seat. She’s managed to sit next to Rich Kohn, his dark, tousled hair falling into his face as he doodles on a writing pad. Rich is a senior and plays drums in a wannabe rock band. Abby told me he practices in his garage with four guys who are into music, but he’s the only one also in the Waverley marching band. She plays flute in concert band and has also been one of my main sources of background info on Mr. Gordon. Even though Abby tends to be shy and stays on the periphery of the action, she’s had a crush on Rich for a while and made it her mission to follow his pursuits. I know because she’s been my best friend since elementary school, where we met on the playground jungle gym, both of us favoring equipment over hanging out with the other kids.

“While I’m acquainted with many of you,” Mr. Gordon begins, “please stand when I call your name so we can all be familiar with each other. This is a class where we’ll be having lots of conversations.” He wears a lightweight V-neck sweater over his collared shirt and tie. His brown hair is combed straight, long enough to slightly flip up at the ends. That’s a good deal longer than the hair of most male teachers at Waverley.

“Rita Fields, Sandra Fried, Abby Hackman.”

Rita is a member of our marching squad, the Waverley High Steppers. She’s a standout with soft red curls framing her face and hangs out mostly with a clique of girls on the squad. Sandra is petite, a nice way of saying she’s shorter than five feet. She has a reputation of being a nerd because she’s a know-it-all and cozies up to lots of the teachers, seeking their approval. A real chess whiz too. Abby’s most distinctive traits are her thick honey-blond hair that she always wears in a ponytail and the curtain of bangs that covers her forehead. The three girls lower into their seats in unison.

“Rich Kohn, Steven Long, Lena Rosen, Kerry Ross.”

I’m uncomfortable with these kinds of introductory
tactics. I focus on Mr. Gordon’s desk and then glance at Kerry. He has one of those faces that makes you look twice—sharp jawline, easy smile—but he’s good-natured. The kind of guy who’d laugh at your dumbest joke just to keep the conversation light.

I nod to him and Rich, then glance at Steven, who I don’t know well—all three seniors—before sinking into my seat as Mr. Gordon calls several other names, ending with Adam Stein, Jack Stone, and Derrick Wright. Like my parents, Adam’s parents are immigrants from Eastern Europe, and Adam, like Derrick, is a junior. I immediately felt a kinship with Adam when I learned about his background. Jack is very popular. He’s senior class president and editor of The Beacon, and I can blush just being around him. He’s got it all—looks, confidence, personality, none of which he flaunts. Derrick is a talented trumpet player and started a quartet that performs at school dances.

Mr. Gordon emphasizes that the purpose of the class is to review current national and world news. “Time magazine is the main ‘textbook’ for this class. Consider it convenient that each issue comes out the Friday before our Monday classes.” He smiles brightly to no one in particular. “Also tune in to one of the three network stations to watch the evening news during the week. Walter Cronkite is the strongest anchor, in my opinion. If you include other national newspapers and magazines like Life, that’s a bonus.”

I start to realize that what I thought of as an easy elective could end up being heady and intense. Social and political movements are exploding at every corner. This class will address all of it: the civil rights movement, the emerging counterculture, the anti-Vietnam protests.

“The past summer alone was filled with events that will go down in history. Before I hear from you about what caught your attention, I want to share a recent issue of Time.” He holds up the August 15 issue, with President Nixon on the cover. “The lead story is all about the many issues confronting the president this past summer. These include fundamental reforms in the nation’s welfare system that, if successful, could become the major domestic accomplishment of his administration. But it’s Vietnam, of course, that remains the most urgent problem.” Mr. Gordon reviews the article’s highlights, most noteworthy being the expectation that Nixon will withdraw a total of 125,000 servicemen from South Vietnam by January. That’s nearly a quarter of the US combat troops there now.

I am frantically taking notes—I admit it’s somewhat of an obsession—but the unpleasant screeching of chalk gets my attention. I look up to see Mr. Gordon writing “Vietnam” on the blackboard. He scans the classroom. All eyes are on him. He turns back to the board and writes “WOODSTOCK” in capital letters.

“I’m going to switch gears and share a newsworthy event that you likely didn’t read about yet. It’s a three-day music festival in Bethel, New York, that ended one week ago. Didn’t even hit this issue of Time.” Gordo’s face is now animated. The guy really likes music, so it makes perfect sense that his contribution for a summer news event would be the Woodstock Music and Art Fair, which he tells us was the biggest group of pop performers ever assembled.

“If this hasn’t made the news, how come you know about it, Mr. G?” Rich Kohn asks.

“Good question, Rich. My college roommate lives on the East Coast, and he went to the festival. He called to tell me about the front-page story in last Monday’s New York Times. Shall I share the highlights?”

The article described some three hundred thousand fans camping in the open or sleeping in tents on a hillside that was part of a six hundred–acre farm. Those attending lit campfires while folk and rock music acts played until dawn. Security officials reported at least two deaths and four thousand people treated for injuries, illness, and drug reactions.

A low murmur builds in the back row.

“Who performed?” Rich leans forward, sitting on the edge of his chair.

Mr. Gordon gives us one of his knowing smiles and pauses long enough to pique our curiosities. “Sly and the Family Stone. Creedence Clearwater Revival. Jefferson Airplane. Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. Janis Joplin and The Who. There were nearly three dozen music groups.”

The students’ chatter fills the room with a lively buzz. Rich stretches across Abby’s desk to get Kerry’s attention, loud enough for me to hear. “I would have loved to see Pete Townshend and Roger Daltrey. Bet Townshend smashed his guitar onstage for effect.”

Kerry’s face lights up. “Yeah, and I would’ve done anything to see Grace Slick in the flesh or watch Jorma’s fancy fingerpicking up close.”

Derrick turns toward our row of seats. “For me, to hear Sly play ‘Everyday People,’ now that would be very fine.”

I have to add my two cents. “Sly is one of my faves. Have you noticed how much COL plays their songs lately?”

Before the boys can react or I can go on to embarrass myself by saying something stupid, Mr. Gordon decides to continue with the class lesson. “I’m glad you enjoyed my big news item. Now I want to hear from you.”

Not surprisingly, Sandra is the first to raise her hand, a fervid look on her face. Mr. Gordon nods her on. “Well, the first controversial news was in mid-July when Senator Ted Kennedy drove his Oldsmobile off a narrow bridge on an island called Chappaquiddick near Martha’s Vineyard. That’s in Massachusetts.” Murmurs of agreement prompt Sandra to turn her head. She smirks at no one in particular. “The senator had a companion in his car named Mary Jo Kopechne.” Sandra pauses, and I think she is done. Then she dramatically bursts out, “Who drowned. I’d say that’s pretty noteworthy.”

“You provide a lot of precise details, Sandra, exactly what I’m looking for from all of you when we’re discussing events this year.” I hear some snickering in the back of the room that Mr. Gordon chooses to ignore as he writes “Chappaquiddick” on the board. “The senator drove an Oldsmobile. You cited the exact location and the particulars, mainly the fact that Miss Kopechne drowned. Anything else?”

“She was twenty-eight, a bunch younger than the senator. The news reports I read said she was a campaign worker but insinuated something untoward about the situation, given it happened around midnight.” Sandra eases back into her seat with a smug look on her face.

“Great detail, Sandra. Let’s move to other recent national news. And it doesn’t all have to be bad news, students.” Mr. Gordon scans the room. “Rita, you seem eager to share.”

“I was riveted to the TV just days after that awful drowning Sandra just shared. All I can think about from the summer is the Apollo 11 space flight. Seeing men land on the moon . . . it was like some sci-fi moment!”

“Now that’s the event of the summer!” Steven Long shouts out from the back row. “Mind-blowing, I’d say.”

We all turn around to look at Steven, his oversize eyeglasses accentuating his lean face. I must admit I was waiting to see who would bring this up and expected it to be the very first thing we talked about.

“Thank you, Steven. I’m glad we have aroused your enthusiasm this morning.” Mr. Gordon writes “Man on Moon” on the blackboard and walks in front of his desk across from Rita, who’s sitting in the first row. “Yes, quite unbelievable and thrilling. Can you share more, Rita?”

“I know it’s part of NASA—the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. My family was glued to the TV, from liftoff at Kennedy Space Center to the moon landing days later. My parents talked about President Kennedy’s vision back in, like, 1960. They called it an ‘audacious vision,’ actually. I was, like, seven years old then. Anyway, he set a national goal to land a man on the moon by the end of this decade, and we did it! Even my little brother, Timmy, got to stay up late to see Commander Neil Armstrong take that first step. I’ll never forget what he said because it was repeated over and over again on all the news reports: ‘That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.’”

“Thank you, Rita. These events are happening in front of us, but they will be part of our country’s history for many years to come. That’s what we want to talk about here. I think you all get the idea. Other news of the summer?”

Kerry clears his throat as he raises his hand. “I went on a trip with my family to New York City, and we saw an amazing musical on Broadway called Hair. I’d say this performance is newsworthy, Mr. Gordon.”

“Why do you think so, Kerry?”

It makes sense to me that Kerry would go to the theater while in New York. He’s in drama club at Waverley and always talks about the latest movies. I wonder if he was there when I was visiting Oma and Papa.

“Well, they call it a rock musical. It covers some controversial stuff, but real things going on now. There’s profanity and drug use, and it even has, uh, a nude scene.” Again, there’s a buzz among our classmates. “My folks are pretty open to new ideas, but I don’t think they expected to see that kind of irreverence to our country.”

“Can you share the storyline for the class?”

“There’s this group of politically active, long-haired hippies. Their parents are conservative. The kids are protesting the state requirement to enlist in the Vietnam War. One of the characters wants to dodge the draft.” Kerry rubs his chin like he’s considering his next words. “There’s so much going on in the story, Mr. Gordon, I’m not sure I can convey it all here. The music is catchy, some of it pop music that’s on the radio now. What’s cool is that the cast is racially integrated. Like Waverley.”

“That is unusual for Broadway productions, Kerry, but then again, the musical is very cutting-edge. Can you share one of the memorable songs?”

“Yeah. The one I like best is ‘Easy to Be Hard.’ Three Dog Night released a version of what was in the musical, and it’s already number four on the Billboard Hot 100. I like how the lyrics call out the cruel nature of people, their indifference toward the suffering of others. The message gets me every time I listen to it.”

Kerry and I clearly listen to the same music. I love “Easy to Be Hard.” As Mr. Gordon writes “Hair/Counterculture” on the blackboard, I think about why I like Kerry so much. He’s one of the most genuine people at Waverley. He always catches what other people miss. Typical for him to relate to a song asking how people can’t have feelings or how they can ignore their friends.

I see my opening to contribute to the conversation. “I was also in New York this summer, Mr. Gordon. In early July, we went there to visit my grandparents.”

“And?”

“They live in Greenwich Village. That’s a kind of funky neighborhood. It turns out it’s just a few blocks away from the Stonewall Inn, a hangout for, um . . . gay people.” I look around, and many of my classmates won’t make eye contact with me.

Steven blurts out, “Isn’t gay another word for happy?”

Mr. Gordon glares at him. “Go on, Lena.”

“This isn’t anything I read about here, but my grand-
parents shared what happened and showed me clippings from their local newspaper, The Village Voice. It described a serious riot that went on for several days. It started when police raided this underground gay bar. A group of patrons resisted and fought back. The crowd’s response was nuts. Rocks and bottles were thrown, a car was overturned, garbage was set on fire. Police and bystanders
got hurt.”

“I did hear or read something about this, Lena. It seems people who feel victimized are fighting back today. Anyone want to comment as to why?” Mr. Gordon adds “Stonewall” to the list of events on the blackboard.

Jack’s hand shoots up. “So many groups are being discriminated against, so people are finally coming together. Look how much protest is going on throughout the country; it’s been full of upheaval for much of this decade.”

Derrick chimes in. “I agree. There’s the Black struggle for civil rights. The assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Heck, growing my Afro is my own private rebellion, just like the white hippies letting their hair go long.”

“I’ll second that comment. About the Afro, that is.” Steven grins widely.

A dialogue like this could only happen with Mr. Gordon, I’m sure of it. He’s giving us the freedom to say what’s on our minds. It feels good.

“Thanks for sharing that, Derrick, Steven. And, Jack, your comment amplifies Lena’s specifics about Stonewall. There’s shocking stuff happening. It’s important to acknowledge it, make sense of it.” With chalk still in hand, Mr. Gordon moves around his desk and begins to crisscross the room. “Anything else?”

Adam raises his hand. “I heard about a horrific event that took place just a few weeks ago in Los Angeles.”

“Isn’t Los Angeles where all the riots have been?” Derrick asks. “Man, after Watts, all hell broke loose.”

Mr. Gordon pauses in the back of the room, so we all turn around when he answers. “Derrick is right. Los Angeles has had a string of social struggles and uprisings, especially since ’65. Please continue, Adam.”

“I was up late a couple weeks ago switching channels and hit a news flash. That’s when I heard about this cult guy named Charles Manson.” Adam fidgets with his round wire-frame glasses, adjusting them on his face. “He and some others murdered five people in a famous filmmaker’s house. It sounded like something out of Night of the Living Dead.”

Hearing about cults gets under my skin. I look over at Abby, who’s gnawing at her nails, something she always does when she’s frightened.

Mr. Gordon paces back to the front of the class, about to list this among the other newsworthy items. He raises the chalk and then puts it down, maybe worried that writing the event on the board will bring it too close to us. He takes a few moments to turn around to face the class, as if he knows more than he can say. “This Manson wacko got a bunch of lost souls to follow his eccentric teachings. Drugs were involved. It’s all part of . . . some kind of—”

The bell interrupts whatever words he might have offered. We’re caught off guard, waiting for him to explain this horror to us. But Mr. Gordon doesn’t give us an answer. At least, not today. I have to say, as much as the class has been eye-opening, I’m relieved to end the lesson right here.

“We’ll begin in the present with Time and other news outlets for our next class. Come prepared to talk about history in the making.”

I mindlessly gather my papers and books and can’t shake this weighty feeling, like the world is going crazy. Sure, there’s some very cool stuff, things that seem almost magical. A man walking on the moon. Like that awesome movie I saw last spring, 2001: A Space Odyssey. In the film, the astronauts go to Jupiter and there is that mind-bending computer, Hal, that gave me the creeps. But there’s a whole lot I just don’t want to think about. Vietnam. Riots in a homosexual bar. Weird cults. Part of me wants to pull a blanket over my head. Not something I’ll be able to do in this Current History class, I’m afraid.

The rest of the week had its moments, though nothing
like Current History. My best class is Journalism. Even though it’s an elective, it meets fifth period every day because it’s for the students who work on one or more of Waverley’s publications: The Beacon; The Review, which is our yearbook; and our literary magazine, The Nest. There’s a lot to cover. The first day’s class gave me a chance to see who I’d be working with on The Beacon. I was a reporter for the paper as a sophomore and requested an editorial position for this year. Miss Saunders, who teaches both English and Journalism and oversees all three publications, told us the staff and section editor assignments would be announced next week. Jack was named editor of
The Beacon at the end of last year, so it’s up to him to get out the “welcome back” edition that comes out right after Labor Day, next Tuesday, and will include coverage of our first football game on Friday.

All my required subjects also meet daily. If only Current History did as well. Then maybe the rest of the week would’ve been a bit livelier. Unfortunately, it was a typical first week of high school: teachers introducing the textbooks, laying out class expectations and our test schedules, and giving lots of homework assignments.

I can’t stand choir, but I suppose the rest of my schedule is tolerable.

Chatter fills the halls on Friday as cheerleaders put up banners for Waverley’s first game of the football season against Brooks High. Wherever you go, the talk is all about the anticipated visit by legendary Ohio State University coach Woody Hayes, who has been coaching the Buckeyes and winning games since before I was born. For anyone living in Columbus or who cares about college football, Ohio State is beyond renowned. You could go deaf in the stands just being surrounded by all the screaming fans, like during their final game of last season when I went with my dad. That victory gave them a 10–0 record and won them a trip to the Rose Bowl, where they defeated Southern California. It says a lot about the importance of football at our high school that the expectation of Hayes’s visit has pretty much erased the oppressive heat, the ongoing war in Vietnam, and the sense of unrest and social division you draw from the talk you overhear between classes.

The Waverley Eagles football team is known citywide, as is its coach, Robert Fuller, who commands one winning season after another. Adam covers our sports teams for The Beacon, and he’s attended most of Coach Fuller’s practice sessions. Adam told me Fuller’s passing strategies keep opponents guessing. He works his players hard on their running attacks, and he always pushes for a strong defense to hold opponents to low scores. Everyone on the team is a standout, but Coach Hayes is likely attending tonight to observe halfback Mike Jones and quarterback Greg Moore, the two senior co-captains who happen to be close friends. I imagine any of our football players would dream of one day playing at Ohio State. The Buckeye games are all over the newspapers with huge photos of whichever player running the ball or making a tackle that was key to the win. And while lots of college coaches come to town and watch Waverley games and likely take the players to dinner to woo them—from Northwestern, Naval Academy, even Michigan—Ohio State and Woody Hayes are the draw. Between my dad and Nathan, the sports pages are always sitting out on the kitchen table. I’d have to be a zombie to miss the headlines about what a good man Hayes is. Like how he works hard to bring Black players and assistant coaches to Ohio State and the charity events he supports. My parents call him a real mensch.

School spirit is on full display tonight. The stands are filled with parents of players and all of us students waving our hands and holding up homemade signs in our green and gold school colors saying GO EAGLES! or DEFENSE or BEAT BROOKS HIGH. The cheers coming from the crowd make it hard for me to hear what Abby just asked me. A couple sophomores are trying to get past our row to head to the concession stand. Not a bad idea. I smell the hot dogs, popcorn, and pizza from up here, but I think I’ll stay put. Abby would save my seat—at least she’d try to—but there’s literally not a single available spot. We’re packed together on the bleachers underneath these glaring field lights, our excitement growing by the minute as the reserve and varsity cheerleaders yell, “Give me an E! Give me an A! Give me a G!” and so on. The Waverley High Steppers, meanwhile, complete their routine. The majorettes stride alongside the marching band off the field, with the tuba player’s last note still ringing in my ears. By now, we are all on our feet shouting and screaming. Before I have a chance to think about it, I put my fingers in my mouth and whistle like I do when my dog Pickles runs away. Not very ladylike, my mom tells me. I look around to make sure no one saw me.

Woody enters the field with Coach Fuller. Square-jawed and wearing his trademark black football cap with its red O and a red collared Ohio State jersey, he’s hard to miss. He looks up and waves to us in the bleachers, and we are quick to respond with a lusty “Woody’s number one!” I watch him walk to the team bench and shake hands with each Waverley player, talking quietly to them, even though we know which players he is most interested in this evening. He then turns his attention to the opposing team, extending handshakes and exchanging respectful nods before he situates himself behind the home bench.

It’s time for the opening kickoff, and I feel my heart pounding. The Brooks High kicker tees up the ball. The whistle blows, he kicks it, and the ball sails to Waverley’s ten-yard line. Mike Jones grabs hold of the ball and takes off as fast as he can, quickly finding a hole that opens for him. I hold my breath. Mike is quick and agile, dodging the first defender, and the next, and the next. The Waverley crowd is going totally berserk. I am screaming my lungs out: “Go, go! You can do it, Mike!” Abby and I are holding on to each other, jumping up and down, just one cog in this massive exhilaration, sort of like a wave. I can’t help but look around me and see the release in every person’s face. There’s only one thing that has enthralled us in this moment. It is freeing us, making us one voice. It is a ninety-yard touchdown return.






September 1969Stand


After Friday night’s big game and my full first week at school, the three-day weekend felt like a gift. Abby and I took full advantage by heading downtown on Saturday to walk around Lazarus (we never buy anything) and later going to see Woody Allen’s hilarious Take the Money and Run at Cinema East. Woody plays bank robber Virgil Starkwell, and even though most of the characters are pretty much joke stereotypes, Abby and I practically rolled into the aisles laughing, especially when Virgil is frisked by a cop and collapses because he’s so ticklish. It wasn’t lost on me that two men named “Woody,” who couldn’t be more dissimilar, were on my radar within a twenty-four-
hour period.

Oddly, this year Labor Day falls on the first of the month. And, sadly, no Current History this week. I wake up around ten thirty to the sound of Nathan’s high-pitched voice and Pickles, our salt-and-pepper terrier, barking to be let in from the backyard. My bedroom is bright and cozy, a third-floor dormer space converted from what had been an attic in our two-story redbrick house. But noise travels up the stairs and I forgot to close my door last night, so now I’m listening to my brother nagging Dad to take him and his best friend, Bruce, to Fritz Lanes, where some of their fourteen-year-old pals will be spending the afternoon. Nathan loves bowling almost more than he does playing chess, and he’s easily the top player in his junior high school. He may be all skinny arms and legs, but when he steps up to the lane, he’s a force to be reckoned with. I get out of bed, pull up my covers neatly, and poof up the pillow. Better to do it now instead of having Mom bug me later.

I pull on my fuzzy pink slippers, grab my glasses from the nightstand, and pad down the stairs to the kitchen. Mom and Dad stop their conversation when they see me. “Lena, you’ve finally joined the world of the living!” Dad says, then gives me a squeeze as he plants a kiss on my cheek. I can tell by the way Mom is looking at Dad that she has more on her mind.

“Good morning, sweetheart. Daddy and I were just talking about Oma and Papa.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Oh, yes. But lately, we’ve been encouraging them to leave New York. To come live near us in Columbus. Wouldn’t it be nice to see them more often?”

I think about how I miss having grandparents in town. My dad’s parents lived in Columbus, and we used to visit with them every Sunday night. They died within a few months of each other when I was in junior high. Their absence left a void for all of us. Still, not a reason for my mom’s parents to uproot themselves to be near us.

“Sure. But why would they want to leave their friends?” I push my hair off my face and sit down at the Formica table, eyeing a box of Froot Loops Nathan must have opened.

“It’s safer here. Life is easier.” My mom takes out a bowl and opens the fridge, reaching for the half gallon of whole milk.

“You mean because of the riots near their neighborhood?” I scoot my chair closer to the table. “Can I have a spoon, please?”

“That’s part of it. But it would be nice to have all of us here. For them to be closer to you, Nathan, and Sylvia.” She wipes the counter. She’s always wiping the counter. “What are you planning to do today? Your brother seems to have made plans with his friends.”

“Not much. I’ve got some homework. Daddy, do you have Friday’s Time magazine?”

My dad walks through the doorway from our eat-in kitchen into the den and retrieves it. “I just finished reading about Ray Floyd and Gary Player.” He registers my blank look. “Golf, honey. The PGA tournament.”

Dad became a later-in-life golf enthusiast, taking up the game when he was thirty, right around when I was born. Back then, his office supply store barely kept the lights on, even though he worked around the clock. These days, he goes out every single Sunday to the public course and returns with a hole-by-hole play-by-play. A lot to remember over eighteen holes, but he does, never sparing us the recap.

“Thanks.” The magazine is folded over to an article titled “Golf: The Confidence Man.” I scan it to show a modicum of interest. After all, Dad took me to a lot of his games when I was little, even letting me ride with him in the golf cart. My eyes quickly breeze over all the descriptions of the downhill curlers and putts Floyd had to face, but I stop to focus on where they were playing—close by, at the National Cash Register golf course in Dayton.

As I read on, the article gets more interesting. Gary Player was the target of harassment by a civil rights group that felt the Dayton Chamber of Commerce should have focused on the city’s impoverished neighborhood problems rather than sponsor the PGA tournament. During play, a program was tossed at Player’s feet as he was about to drive. Someone threw a cup of Coke and ice in his face when he walked to the tenth tee. Player apparently turned to his tormentor and asked, “What have I done to you, sir?” Some dissidents rushed the tenth green as Player and Jack Nicklaus prepared to putt. The intruders were quickly whisked off by security. “The man who threw the Coke called me a racist,” Player later complained, according to the article. “Just because you’re from South Africa, it doesn’t mean you’re a racist.”

Now I have something to bring to Current History class next Monday. The disturbances on the National Cash Register links demonstrate that society’s turbulent problems have even caught up with the sedate world of professional golf.

On Tuesday, I find it hard to get back into the grind of classes. After I practically doze off in fourth-period American History, I drag myself behind the flow of students. Then I remember my next class is Journalism and staff positions are being announced today. I head for the stairs, taking some two at a time. I feel my anxiety building as I stand, somewhat breathless, facing Room 217.

“Hey, Lena. Excited to get your assignment?” Adam brushes by me. Before he can reach for the heavy oak door, I look through its upper glass panel into the room and see Miss Saunders writing on the blackboard.

“Well, you already know your staff position—the forever Beacon sportswriter.” I am a bit envious of Adam’s security on the school paper. “Even when you get promoted to sports editor—as you will—you’re still going to be covering all the games. By the way, I caught this morning’s edition. We were lucky Print Express could handle this rush issue. Your story was terrific.”

Adam grins in appreciation and stands back so I can enter the classroom first. Nice gesture. I follow him to the two empty seats in the second row. Abby is already sitting at a desk in the front fiddling with her ponytail.

I lean forward and whisper in her ear, “How’d you get here so fast?”

“Had Art down the hall in 222.”

Abby is someone I have no problem talking to. Not that I’m as shy as she is, but starting up a conversation with a gal or guy I don’t know has never been easy for me. That’s what I love about this role as a Beacon reporter. Having the permission to ask anything. To enter any clique of students and, with the badge of “reporter,” find out things I wouldn’t otherwise be privy to.

I spot Jack standing by Miss Saunders’s desk, and he catches my look with an acknowledging grin. My pulse quickens, and I can’t help studying him when he glances down at the notes in his hands. I find him handsome in an intelligent way, if that makes sense. Tall, but not too tall. Dark, wavy hair that gives a casual vibe. Serious, but also loose and easygoing. Brown eyes that always seem clear and thoughtful.

The sound of metal scraping along the floor returns me to the real world. Derrick and Sandra walk through the door with the final bell, and suddenly two dozen of us are pulling out pads and pens from our desks.

I take off my glasses, exhale on the lenses, and wipe them with my T-shirt before I check out what Miss Saunders wrote on the board: “Journalism is the first rough draft of history.” I can’t help thinking about Mr. Gordon’s comments last week: These events are happening in front of us, but they will be part of our country’s history for many years to come. Miss Saunders and Mr. Gordon must be in cahoots. I only now appreciate the advantage of taking both electives this year because story ideas for The Beacon will definitely come from discussions in Current History. Whatever weariness I felt earlier has disappeared, replaced by a sense that change is upon us and what we do at this moment can make a difference.

“Students, consider last week’s classes a prelude to what we’ll be doing from this day through year end.”

During our first week, Miss Saunders reviewed the basics of journalistic writing. Everyone in this class will at some point cover a story for the school paper, so we all need to know the fundamentals: Be objective, fair, and accurate. Gather all the information to write a story, then establish an angle. Verify our sources. Miss Saunders encourages us to come up with a strong opening paragraph to hook the reader. Hard to do with the “inverted pyramid” structure that includes the very basic and most important facts at the top, the more interesting details falling later in the story. Miss Saunders is a stickler when it comes to typos or a story that doesn’t flow right. She pushes us to edit our work carefully.

Her low heels click with each step as she walks around to the front of her desk. “As promised, we’re prepared today to share the editorial positions for the school paper, yearbook, and literary journal.”

She always wears a white blouse under a dark jumper or with a skirt—today’s shirt has a rounded collar and is tucked into a plaid skirt. Her light-brown hair is styled in a pageboy but neatly side-parted without the bangs. Not exactly the look of a hard-nosed news reporter, but Miss Saunders knows her stuff and draws the respect of all of us news junkies. Jack stands alongside her, tightly holding his notes, presumably with The Beacon’s staff assignments. He towers over her petite frame.

He steps forward to address us, his eyes twinkling. “Many of you contributed strong stories for The Beacon last year. If I could single out Adam Stein.” Jack nods his head toward us. “You don’t have to be a sports fan to have enjoyed Adam’s great piece where he recounted how Ohio State’s incredible class of sophomores, including quarterback Rex Kern, defensive back Jack Tatum, and defensive lineman Jim Stillwagon, landed Ohio State as national champs. Adam’s coverage of Waverley’s win Friday night over Brooks High in today’s abbreviated first edition is just as riveting. Thanks to those of you who contributed small pieces practically before classes started!”

Jack never forgets to show his appreciation. It’s why we all do whatever he asks of us. And he’s a major sports devotee like most guys and a few of us girls. His recitation of minute game details is something I’m used to, given the play-by-play sports talk at home between Nathan and my dad, especially when it comes to Ohio State football.

Many of my classmates give knowing nods as Jack names Adam sports editor. Which means he will still cover the biggest stories but also oversee lesser sports coverage and assignments to some of the newbie reporters. I’m happy when Abby is named to head up ad sales for both The Beacon and The Review, the latter requiring many sponsors to support all the photos and pages and production involved. A big job that Abby can ace. Derrick is assigned The Beacon’s music and culture beat. Sandra is slotted assistant activities editor, under poised senior Felicity Blake, no small task given the many and varied interests of Waverley students: office helpers, bookroom helpers, library helpers, chess club, drama club, all kinds of language clubs, photo club, debate team, In the Know. The list never ends. There are even hall monitors and nurse helpers. And we can’t forget ROTC.

I’m wondering what’s left for me at the very moment Jack announces I will be associate editor of The Beacon. I’m totally caught off guard and embarrassed by the clapping that ensues. Geez, to be the number two person on the school paper as a junior and be working right under Jack Stone? I’d only hoped to be a section editor, so this surprise is producing a flurry of mixed emotions.

Excited? Yes. But I feel somehow exposed. And anxious. What if I mess up? Jack is this cool, talented, and unattainable senior. I admit I have a private and intense crush on him. Me and a zillion other girls. I haven’t even shared that with Abby.

The rest of the assignments are quickly doled out. The Beacon and the Review staffs have several overlaps besides Abby, namely in the activities area. A few juniors are chosen to write essays or short stories for The Nest and work with Miss Saunders in English class. We spend the remaining class time with our respective publication staffs. We quickly vote to keep the Beacon’s monthly price at 20 cents per issue, $1.25 for the full school year. We also review language separating our coverage from the administration: “Opinions in editorials, columns, and letters express the views of individual writers and do not necessarily reflect administrative positions.”

“It gives us greater flexibility in our coverage,” Jack says before he takes the unanimous vote to affirm the new statement we’re adopting.

Open discussion of new ideas is always welcome during our staff meetings. Sandra proposes adding a section called Heard in the Hall. “It could include all those things our classmates are whispering about. Here we could bring those juicy conversations right out into the open.”

“Something like this could just be filled with unconfirmed personal gossip,” Abby points out. “Does it have a place in a fact-based student paper?”

Adam raises his hand but doesn’t wait to be called on. “What if there are two corroborating anonymous sources for that ‘gossip’?”

“Don’t we have to name the sources?” I turn to Miss Saunders, who has been listening closely.

“I think if it’s for a section called Heard in the Hall, it doesn’t need to be held to the same standards as our news stories and features,” Miss Saunders replies.

“What do you think about a section like this, Jack?” I feel I need to act as a go-between in my new position.

“You and I should have a final say as associate editor and editor. If what we print in this section has enough potential newsworthy qualities, if it could be relevant to a broad portion of the student body, and if it isn’t too fluffy, then this could be a great addition to the paper.”

“Too fluffy? That’s a good one.” Derrick cackles. “Never heard you say that, Jack.”

I notice a blush creeping up Jack’s neck. I want to save him from embarrassment and quickly chime in. “I agree with Jack. This won’t be petty, personal gossip but a collective buzz about important and relevant topics. I also think we shouldn’t name our subjects. This will be more about the topic than the person who might be talking about it.”

Everyone seems comfortable with this plan, so I move us on. “I wonder how much national news we want to include. We need to have some, but we don’t want to make the paper feel too weighty either. And will students find it relevant?”

“Again, this is an editorial consideration.” Jack clears his throat before he addresses the rest of the group. “Vietnam is on the minds of a lot of guys, a lot of our seniors. So, for example, the trial of the Chicago Eight—it begins in a few weeks. That could be a story we cover.” A lot of nodding heads follow.

“There are a range of cultural happenings I’d like to suggest for this next issue.” Derrick’s hands move expressively as he speaks. “There’s this new comedy series ABC will be premiering that’s been advertised all week called The Brady Bunch, a contrast to the crap now going on in the world. A happy show about a blended family.” An assured grin stretches across his face. “And if you really want to connect with how some of us feel about Vietnam, there’s an incredible new single by Creedence Clearwater Revival just out. You gotta listen to the lyrics. Called ‘Fortunate Son.’”

As I look around, I can see in each person’s eyes that we are experiencing a potent moment. There’s a bit of power here. Deciding what will get the attention of the entire student body and knowing we have a voice and can use it at The Beacon.

Almost an anticlimax to the heady conversation, we spend our remaining time looking at the calendar of school events to assign for coverage. Adam and his team of sports reporters will take care of the football season, along with wrestling, basketball, baseball, golf, tennis, and track. There’s homecoming next month, which falls under Sandra’s and Felicity’s purview, along with upcoming auditions for the fall play, which Jack asks Derrick and me to cover. There’s the first student council meeting next week, always a lively forum lending itself, at times, to more debate than discussion. This coverage Jack and I will share.

With the bell ending the period minutes away, Miss Saunders reminds us of the format for subsequent classes. She’ll provide brief lectures and share any examples of effective journalism, both ours and national reporting. But most of our time we’ll spend with our respective publication staffs so we can deal with assignments, editing, layout, and brainstorming story ideas for future issues. I think Miss Saunders is the perfect adviser for school publications. She lets students work independently yet provides a strict timeline to make sure deadlines never get missed. The Beacon has the greatest pressure given the amount of coverage to be written, edited, revised, and printed each month, but The Review is large and comprehensive with a lot of detail to create and compile before it’s issued next June. The Nest has two issues for the year, so it’s more relaxed. And they’re just making up stories, not reporting them.

Jack asked Derrick and me if we could meet him after school in Miss Saunders’s room. The moment we walk in, Jack excitedly shares that the fall play, not yet announced, will be To Kill a Mockingbird. Knowing something the rest of the students don’t gives me a thrill. Jack says the call for auditions will likely go out next week. Once the announcement is made, he wants Derrick and me to informally interview students to get a sense of their interest and knowledge of Harper Lee’s novel that the play is based on. He thinks it could make a nice sidebar to the main story. Derrick and I both agree. Auditions will likely be held the first full week in October. I now have my first Beacon deadline since Jack wants a preview story by the end of the month.

For the rest of our time together, Jack and Derrick talk about music and Derrick’s experience playing trumpet in the Waverley marching band as if I’m not present. The band’s big night to shine is the homecoming football game in October, and Jack thinks there could be a timely story about the band as part of that coverage. I’m surprised to learn he plays saxophone, though he never joined the band, and sporadically plays in Rich’s garage band. Jack shares a few amusing practice snafus. Derrick counters with some stories about muddled brass quartet performances. Derrick took up the trumpet when he was six, he says, because his arms weren’t long enough for the trombone. His parents are strict about practicing. I guess any kid who shows that level of talent has a taskmaster for a parent.

My parents aren’t like that. Well, not exactly. They do push a lot about grades and studying. Education is everything, they tell Sylvia, Nathan, and me. When my parents immigrated to America from their respective countries in Central and Eastern Europe, they lost everything, but they told us they still had their minds. They bring that up when any of us gets a grade below an A-minus.

I would add that they also had their accents. My mom’s is more pronounced, as she substitutes a V for a W so was comes out vas and want is vant. Mom wears her thick dark hair long, parted in the center. She is high-strung, a worrier. Mom and Dad speak German when they don’t want us kids to understand what they’re saying. All this makes my home life, and my parents, different from everyone else’s at Waverley, except for Adam’s. And his parents have numbers tattooed on their arms. I wonder if Adam feels a bit like an outsider at school the way I do. I think that’s why I’m sort of introverted and less comfortable around big groups of kids. Maybe it’s why Abby has become such an important friend to me.

Derrick leaves to check his locker. The silence from his departure produces a moment of awkwardness. Jack regards me, his eyes wide and serious. “What do you look like without those glasses?”

My face must be turning bright red as I try to figure out what he means. “I guess I look the same minus a pair of glasses.” I realize I sound stupid but don’t know what else to say.

“I’m horribly nearsighted, and I’ve been wearing contacts since junior high,” he says. “Kids used to call me ‘Four Eyes’ on the playground, and I didn’t want to be made fun of. Your glasses seem to be part of who you are—you seem comfortable with that. I guess I just wondered what you looked like without them.” Jack reaches down and gently removes my tortoiseshell frames.

I try to remain composed, but my heart is thumping wildly. “I’m nearsighted too. I can see you in front of me, but everything behind you is a blur.” The whole room fades from my view, and I’m not sure what else to say, so I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “I guess I never considered the option of not wearing glasses. Maybe I should have. I hate that people always see me as the smart girl.”

“Nah, you’re pretty with or without them. And you are smart. That’s a good thing.” He hands back the glasses and I quickly slip them on. I suddenly see how Jack makes friends so easily. He shares something personal about himself, and it gets the other person to offer up something intimate in return. I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone how I feel about being seen as too clever or bright.

I hate getting up early—meaning I have mixed feelings about my assignment to cover student council. This first meeting, given its large agenda, is held before and during homeroom, which is how I find myself on a Monday morning sitting in the school library, pad and pencil in hand. The upside, going forward, is I’ll miss hearing Miss Squire’s nasal voice every other Monday morning since council meets biweekly.

Students are elected by their homerooms, which means a lot of the popular kids make up council. There are more than fifty homerooms for the student body of 1,300 at Waverley High, so the library is packed. Council elections were held last Friday. Not that I would have been elected from my homeroom, but my specific Beacon assignment to cover student council meant I had to take myself out of the running. Same with Jack. Rita represents our homeroom, and I wave to her as she approaches. I see a lot of the seniors I know: Mike Jones, Greg Moore, Rich Kohn, Kerry Ross, Steven Long, Caroline Brown, and Felicity Blake. Also friends from my grade like Adam and Derrick. I see sophomore Ben Keller, a recent transplant from North Carolina.

The first item on the agenda is to elect a slate of officers, then determine what issues the student body should focus on for the year. My American History teacher, Mrs. Hoover, is student council adviser and welcomes the group with the smile of someone genuinely invested in the students gathered before her. I’m kind of excited to turn in my assignment for her class, a five hundred–word essay on American Indian tribes and the early European explorers who arrived in the New World. Mrs. Hoover’s call for election nominations for council officers interrupts my moment of distraction.

Like every year, it’s an all-senior slate. Kerry is easily voted in as president, and Mrs. Hoover hands him the wooden gavel. Greg Moore is elected vice president. Caroline Brown, a Waverley cheerleader, gets voted in as secretary. Mike Jones is elected treasurer. It occurs to me that boys are always chosen to lead council, with the secretary slot sometimes filled with a female. Not to say Kerry wouldn’t get my vote or isn’t deserving; it’s just something I’m now noticing.

Kerry kicks off the discussion by asking members to offer issues for council to tackle in the coming year. “And make a strong case for your choice.”

Steven pipes up first. “We should commit the student population to the many issues affecting the environment.”

Before Steven has a chance to make his case, Rich interrupts. “The issue we need to give our attention to is Vietnam and getting America out.”

“Come on, Rich. Everyone here has read or learned about Silent Spring in Chemistry, right?” Steven asks. “I mean, we’re talking about existential issues here.”

“Focusing on the environment when we’re in the middle of a brutal and meaningless war is a time waster, Steven, and you know it.” Rich pounds the table with his fist. I know he’s just acting out of passion, but I wonder how Steven perceives his aggressiveness.

Kerry slams down his gavel. I am furiously writing down every word, but the loud thwack of the mallet stops my note-taking. When I look up, I can see all the students are acutely attentive. “This is the debate we need to have, but I want you two to lower the temperature a notch. I also want to hear from other council members.” Kerry glances over at Mrs. Hoover, who sends him an affirmative nod.

Rich’s tone softens. “Sorry. Let me just suggest we seriously consider creating an event to mobilize against Vietnam. For me and most of my male friends, we’re facing the draft and it’s this war on our minds. Heck, it’s on the evening news with Walter Cronkite every night.”

“I hear you, my man, but creating awareness and taking steps now to reduce damage to our environment is prudent,” Steven says. “You couldn’t have forgotten the millions of gallons of oil spilled off the Santa Barbara coast not even nine months ago. It destroyed thousands of seabirds and too much ocean life. I say let’s commit to planet Earth!” Steven puts his hands up to signal he’s done talking.

Caroline Brown raises her hand. I’ve always liked Caroline. I got to know her last year when we were library helpers. “Why an either-or? Both issues are strong. I wonder why we as a council should only pick one project to work on.” Before anyone can say much in response, she tenses up, her eyes downcast. “Not many of you know this, but my brother is in Vietnam right now.”

A complete hush falls over the library. Never has Vietnam come so close to us. I feel the weight of Caroline’s words as my jaw tightens.

“The draft is a bigger threat to Black boys, many of whom aren’t heading to college. I’m surprised you’re arguing against the war as our issue, Steven.” Steven’s eyes drop, unable to meet anyone’s gaze. Caroline gulps in air before she goes on. “You may also not know my parents are members of the NAACP. So civil rights discussions are part of my upbringing. I want to add a third concern to think about. Racial issues are part of our current moment and should have a place in council’s deliberations today.”

Like the overall racial composition at Waverley, Black students represent about 20 percent of council, and all of them, and many other members, are nodding in agreement. While racial tension is absent in the circle I run with, it does exist at Waverley. Given her courage in pressing for such a key issue in the midst of an already-heated debate, Caroline has quickly raised the bar as a female council officer. I can’t help but hear the words in Sly’s “Stand!” telling us to stand for the things we know are right. Caroline’s way more than a placeholder.

In the final twenty minutes of the meeting, discussion opens up with opinions given by a half dozen members on all three topics. The bell for first period rings without a clear decision for this year’s student council mission. Kerry hits his gavel to close the meeting. He asks council members to talk informally among their friends about all three ideas and to come back with feedback for their next meeting. I make a note to talk with Jack about how he thinks we should handle a story on this unfinished business.

On Friday morning, I head to the school theater to meet Derrick to compare our student-interview notes. I’m trying to keep all the dates straight in my mind. The audition notice for To Kill a Mockingbird went up two days ago, listing the cast of characters and tryout dates for the week of October 6. The notice is posted on a corkboard outside Mr. Harold “Hal” Philips’s office. He’s the drama teacher and theater director for all Waverley productions. Performances are set for the weekend of December 12–14.

Walking at a swift pace, I find myself almost knocking into a skinny girl with a tall Afro as I turn the corner.

“Hey, girlie. What’s the rush?”

Her name pops into my head. Jeannette. Jeannette Smith. I seem to know the name of practically everyone at Waverley. Jeannette was in my homeroom last year. Next to her is Patrice Monroe. I know Patrice because she is one of the only female hall monitors. The two are always together in the cafeteria and at sports games. I stand there, sort of frozen for a moment, at a loss for words.

Patrice, known for being outspoken, breaks the silence. “I’m tryin’ to get by and you’re blocking my way, speedy.”

“Hi, Jeannette, Patrice. I’m just in a hurry and not looking where I’m going. Meant no harm. Sorry.”

Jeannette takes the pick out of her hair. Patrice grabs it. “Better put this away, darlin’, or those sorry beings called teachers will confiscate it.” Staring me down, she asks, “Why’re you always trying to be nice, Missy Lena?”

A reply goes through my mind: I don’t understand why you have an attitude with me. Instead, I say, “I just want to get along, Patrice.”

“Well, aren’t you Miss High and Mighty.”

At that moment, I see Derrick down the hall. He waves to me, trumpet case slung over one shoulder, his easy grin as bright as ever. The two girls narrow their eyes as if on cue, and Patrice asks, “What’re you doing with Derrick?”

The message in her question is obvious to me. “We’re on the Beacon staff together. Covering the upcoming production of To Kill a Mockingbird. We’ve been interviewing students to get their reactions.” Thinking fast, I see my way out of this awkward encounter. “Would each of you answer a quick question for the story?”

The mood suddenly changes, and I sense Patrice lets down her guarded attitude. “Sure, whaddaya want to know?”

I pull my notepad from my satchel and dig for a pencil. “Well, you’ve read the book, right? It was required in junior high, in all our ninth-grade English classes. We just want to know what Waverley students think about the school choosing this play. Given it’s a pretty, um, intense story.”

“Course we read it,” Patrice says. “And I’ll tell you what I think. The Black folk in it seem pretty lowly. I mean, Calpurnia is about the only Black with some brains, and she’s a maid. I get that this is the South in the ’30s. But still.”

Jeannette nods. “I didn’t like all the racial slurs. Didn’t they use the N-word like a hundred times?”

I nod in agreement. “But do you see a value to this story, to the school presenting it to the student body and community?”

“Well, yeah, it’s important ’cause it’s about racial justice. Yeah, it’s a good thing for this school to put out there.” Patrice raises her eyebrows and doesn’t speak for a moment. “You know, I just may try out for this play.”

I’m thinking about this turn of events when Derrick and I situate ourselves in the back row of the empty Waverley Theater. To be honest, sitting with Derrick now, to work this closely on a Beacon story with a Black student, makes me feel edgy and somewhat thrilled—my world is predominantly white, after all, despite the integration at Waverley. And this collaboration is new to me. Especially since we’re writing a story with such strong racial themes. Harper Lee’s novel came out just before the peak of the American civil rights movement, and its examination of a child’s awakening to racism and prejudice got everyone’s attention.

I tamp down my emotions and share what Jeannette and Patrice answered, without mentioning the frosty initial
contact I had with them. Then I search my notes for some of the best responses. “One student told me his parents don’t let him use profanity at home and they didn’t like that the book was filled with it. He still liked that the school would put on this production.” I squint, trying to decipher my sloppy handwritten jottings. “A sophomore, Mindy Chen, said her folks called the book ‘inappropriate’ because of the sexually explicit talk. Some students wouldn’t be specific and just said the story made them ‘uncomfortable,’ but they also said it would be good to see a play based on Harper Lee’s book.”

“Those answers sound like mine.” Derrick pages through his notepad. “I got a great quote from none other than our renowned football halfback, Mike Jones. That could be our lede. He said: ‘It’s an honest story about immoral behavior of a society.’ Pretty cool, right?”

“I love that! Jack’s idea to get student reactions for a story was spot-on.”

We set a time next week to write up our story, then talk a bit about music we’re listening to now. “The dudes I hang with aren’t big fans of the Beatles, but I can’t stop listening to this song, ‘Blackbird.’”

“Yeah? It’s a beautiful song. What gives there?” I’m surprised by Derrick’s interest in the Beatles. So many of us at Waverley, Black and white, listen to Motown tunes. Then again, we also have our particular musical tastes.

“I heard Paul McCartney talk about the song on a radio interview.”

“What did he say about it?”

“He said the bird was symbolic of a Black woman, and the song was dedicated to people affected by discrimination. McCartney was inspired to write it because of the civil rights struggle in Southern states.” Derrick pauses, a dreamy look in his eyes. “As I listen to the song, I feel a calmness. Odd, you know, with all the racial tension that inspired the lyrics, all the rage that still exists, even at Waverley.”

I don’t say anything, because what can I say? Derrick’s right about what he observes. He’s one insightful guy.

That night I have to miss Waverley’s football game because it’s the first night of Rosh Hashanah, one of the most important holidays on the Jewish calendar. Instead, I have a special dinner with my family and attend synagogue services to celebrate the beginning of the Jewish year and the creation of the world. Like me, Adam observes this holiday and assigns a Beacon staff reporter to cover our game against Lincoln High.

I want to assimilate with my classmates, but my religious traditions, like this holiday, end up separating me from some of them. It’s why I’m probably closer to my Jewish friends at Waverley, like Abby, Adam, Rich, and Kerry; we all share this experience. It sets us apart from our white Christian classmates, like Jack, Greg, and Rita. I think it’s why Derrick, Caroline, Felicity, Steven, and even Mike Jones, when he’s off the field, hang out mostly with their Black friends. We’re supposedly integrated here at Waverley, but in fact, we tend to cling to those who are most like us.

Early the next week, Derrick and I meet in the journalism classroom to write our preview story about To Kill a Mockingbird. As we’re pulling out our interview notes, I’m ruminating on all the answers the students gave us, how they’re different but also how they’re connected. What all of it means. What our angle is. And then it hits me.

“You know, I’ve been mulling over this story, Derrick. It should be an easy one to write, and yet I’m feeling like it needs to say something about who we are.”

Derrick puts down his pen and studies me. “Go on.”

“Well, you were right about our lede. Mike’s quote is a great one to begin the story because it isn’t personal; it just states what the play is about—the immorality of society.” I can see Derrick is carefully considering my words.

“Like I said, go on.”

“I thought about your Beatles comment, what you told me last week. How you liked ‘Blackbird’ because you learned more about what it meant and then listened to it with new ears, I guess. And how your friends don’t listen to music like that.” I don’t want to lose Derrick with my train of thought, so I keep going. “I’m Jewish. We just celebrated a major religious holiday, and it made me see myself as separate, but separate because people who aren’t Jewish don’t know much about our religion.”

“I didn’t know you were Jewish. You don’t look Jewish.”

I almost say thank you but realize I would be taking Derrick’s comment as a compliment, and what does that say? That not looking Jewish is a good thing? I also know Derrick is kind, and he doesn’t mean anything by it. But he’s heard the stereotypes, the unflattering physical traits attributed to people of my faith for centuries that have become a common perception.

“Jewish people don’t have a ‘look,’ Derrick. I know what you meant is that I look like any other white person, instead of the less becoming but, apparently, widely held image of what Jewish people look like. Like I said, being Jewish makes me feel separate because people who aren’t don’t know much about us or our religion. Your comment validates that.” I have been looking down but glance up at Derrick and see he’s listening intently, a slight puzzlement in his expression. I quickly go on.

“So, when I read my notes for this story, I see people viewing the play through their separate lenses too. Most of the comments are personal. Jeannette didn’t like the racial slurs. Patrice thought the play depicts Black people poorly. A handful of white students were basically ‘uncomfortable’ and unable to express what they meant. I’m wondering . . .” And I pause here to make sure I have his full attention. “I’m wondering if we can write this story in a way that brings our differences together. If we can take a stand here and unify all these seemingly disparate and personal comments. Does this make any sense to you?”

Derrick’s face changes in an instant, his grin wide as he locks eyes with me. “Hell, yes. I see exactly what you’re saying. We can turn what could be just a sidebar story into a commentary about our student body—no matter what color, religion, or sex someone is—coming together around racial justice.”

During Rosh Hashanah, we’re asked to reflect on our hopes for the upcoming year. A ram’s horn—a shofar—is blown during services. The sight of that raised horn and the sound it makes come to me now. There’s this long, loud blast summoning us to attention. Then three broken blows that sound like crying. A bunch of staccato rings serve as a wake-up call to the Jewish New Year, and, finally, there’s a great blast played at the end of the service. It sounds like a wail, releasing something from deep inside us. Like the blaring of Derrick’s trumpet, perhaps, that also fills us with awe.
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WAVERLEY STUDENTS WEIGH IN ON CHOICE OF SCHOOL PLAY

By Lena Rosen and Derrick Wright

When asked what they think about the school choosing To Kill a Mockingbird as the late-fall production, Waverley High students reveal their common resolve to combat racial injustice. Senior Mike Jones is pleased with the choice. His reaction reflects what many feel: “It’s an honest story about immoral behavior of
a society.”

American author Harper Lee’s novel was an instant success when it was released in 1960, just before the peak of the American civil rights movement. It won the Pulitzer Prize the following year. Given that the book has been widely read in ninth-grade English classes, Waverley students are familiar with the story’s plot, which deals with a rape, and its examination of a child’s awakening to racism and prejudice. Junior Patrice Monroe defines the story as one about racial justice and adds, “It’s a good thing for this school to put out there.”

While some students did express discomfort with racial slurs, the explicitness of the language used, and depictions of some of the black characters, they also say the story has value and realistically represents the South in the ’30s. The plot and characters are loosely based on author Lee’s observations of her family, her neighbors, and an actual event that occurred near her hometown of Monroeville, Alabama, in 1936, when she
was ten.

Several students expressed an interest in trying out for the play. Auditions will be held from October 6 through October 10. Performances are scheduled for December 12, 13, and 14.

Contact theater director Mr. Harold Philips for further information.



Our piece in The Beacon got a lot of attention. Waverley had more people auditioning for To Kill a Mockingbird than for any play in the school’s history. Tryouts were held immediately after school every day of the week beginning on October 6, with students called up one at a time and asked to read a scene from the play in front of Mr. Philips and the students he selected as assistant director and stage manager. I hung around for some of the cattle calls and could see it was unnerving for the less experienced thespians. By the beginning of the second full week in October, you couldn’t help but hear a lot of tense anticipation in the halls, which gave us great content for our new gossip section. Students were barely talking about our two Friday-night football wins, although part of the current buzz included predictions of who would be voted the five most popular senior girls on homecoming court.

On Monday morning, I wait for Rita so we can walk from student council to Current History. She’s quick to acknowledge a few of her fellow High Steppers we pass in the hall. Mike Jones appears behind them.

“Great game on Friday.” Rita flashes Mike a winsome smile. “You were unstoppable on the field.”

Mike nods with a half smile, says hello to me, and continues striding past us—the easy confidence of a senior star halfback in every step. His broad shoulders fill his letterman jacket, and the hall seems to part for him, the cool guy everyone knows and likes.

Steven catches up to us as we head to class. “So, did you hear?”

“Hear what?” Rita runs her fingers through her thick red hair.

Steven’s entire face is glowing. “That I made the cast. I’m going to play Tom Robinson.”

Given that Derrick and I are covering the play for The Beacon, I already saw the final cast list Friday morning before it was officially posted, but I act surprised. “Congratulations, Steven! And I hear Kerry’s playing Atticus Finch. I’m also happy Patrice got the part of Calpurnia. She said she might try out when I interviewed her for the Beacon story.”

“She’s a natural. And Sandra fits the role of Scout, given how short she is.”

Rita listens to us without commenting as we enter Current History before the final bell and take our seats. I have a feeling this class will be pretty intense, given last Friday’s issue of Time. Walter Cronkite broke the story about the Vietnam protests in Washington, DC, on Wednesday’s CBS Evening News. Our TV was glued to CBS every single night this past week. The national news will certainly cast a shadow over what has been our seemingly significant school affairs.

I wasn’t wrong. Mr. Gordon holds up Friday’s Time, eager to get our reaction. The October 17 cover makes its point—it caught me when I saw it to prepare for class—with its huge blue outline of a hand, making that peace sign Nixon always throws around. But the image includes tiny photos of hundreds of protesters inside the hand. The banner across the left corner blares the message “Moratorium: At War with War.”

It doesn’t take a minute before Rich’s hand shoots up. “I’ve made my opinions known in this class and elsewhere. What our country is doing in Southeast Asia is wrong, unethical, immoral, and just bad policy.” I can see Rich is trying to tamp down the rage he displayed at the first student council meeting last month. He glances fleetingly around the classroom.

Mr. Gordon remains in front of his desk holding on to the magazine. “As Time reports up front, 1968 was a year of revolutionaries. From students to militants, Black and white, radicals and new leftists, they raised their fists in protest. While we’re seeing fewer violent confrontations this year, rebellion and demands haven’t subsided.” He pauses to let this sink in. “America is clearly divided, and the gathering momentum has led to the year’s biggest single act of protest—last Wednesday’s Vietnam Moratorium. It will go down in history.”

This strike against the war is being called M-Day. The Moratorium to End the War in Vietnam on October 15, a peaceful candlelight march around the White House and the streets of Washington, has triggered a series of mass demonstrations across the country.

Mr. Gordon asks us what we learned from the news media over the last few days.

Sandra and Rita speak at the same time. Sandra stops talking and nods to Rita, who repeats her observation: “The core protests are on college campuses but have now spread to the community at large.”

Sandra adds, “The loudest voices come from the Northeast and the West Coast, where anti-war feeling has always been highest.”

“That’s true.” Adam speaks louder as chatter in the room rises. “But lately the South and Midwest have joined the revolt. So have small towns and obscure colleges.”

I know Adam is right because I talked to my sister just days earlier. Sylvia was living the Midwest college experience. She told me that on the day of the moratorium protest, she joined five thousand of her fellow classmates and marched through the main street of her college town behind a banner reading “Bring the Troops Home Now!” She made me promise to keep this to myself. She said she’d boycotted her classes. They all had. And I knew Sylvia was no activist.

“M-Day is fueling intense debate.” Jack’s voice commands attention. “Many are demanding unconditional withdrawal; others are not yet prepared for that step.” I think Jack has spoken like the true journalist he is, providing both sides of the national reaction.

“There are a multitude of ideas about how to end the war, but little consensus,” Kerry says, shaking his head in disgust. “Nixon has no regard for public sentiment.”

The weight of emotion hangs in the air, leaving me rattled, unsettled. “What can we do?” I ask. “It all makes us feel powerless.”

“We could hold a concert rally to protest.” Rich puts words to my own desire to do something.

“Or we could walk out of classes to show our disapproval of the war,” Steven says. Given his fight for environmental action, I’m surprised by his alignment with Rich now.

Mr. Gordon sets the issue of Time on his desk. “I hear your frustration as we talk through our country’s turmoil with no end of war in sight. But this class is to discuss the issues at hand, not to plan student protests.”

He picks up the chalk and uses the blackboard to end this discussion topic, writing “Vietnam Moratorium.” “Now, let’s move on to other current news.”

“Well, there’s major sports news,” Adam offers. I wondered when he would share the baseball story of the fall. “Capping an incredible season, the New York Mets won the World Series in Game 5 over the Orioles.” His comment lowers the room temperature.

“Significant because . . . ?”

“Well, it’s one of the greatest upsets in series history. This Orioles lineup is one of the finest ever in baseball.”

“Good, Adam. What else, students?” Mr. Gordon begins his pacing around the room.

“Easy Rider has been showing in Columbus theaters. I plan to review it for The Beacon.” As Derrick talks about the countercultural film, I hear the lyrics to “Born to Be Wild” in my head. How I love the idea of looking for adventure and being open to it.

“Given the rating, it’s impressive you got past the ticket checker.” Mr. Gordon tilts his head and smiles wryly at Derrick.

I sit more upright in my chair because I did see the movie with Abby, no one asked our ages, and we didn’t realize it was R-rated. I choose my words carefully. “I didn’t realize the restriction, and Abby and I went to see it too. I think its overall message is bleak. I mean, here are these hip characters riding motorcycles across the country and they end up at the hands of gun-toting bigots.” I don’t add my view that the theme casts a deeper sense of gloom over our current unrest. Maybe my peers will see something less depressing.

Abby raises her hand. “The story captures the rebel spirit of the hippie movement.”

“I think the three actors in it are going to be big—Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper, Jack Nicholson.” Coming from Derrick, I suspect this prediction will come to pass. “It’s the story about a man looking for America. He couldn’t find it . . . anywhere.”

The room turns quiet for a few beats until Sandra pipes up. “I went to see the movie with my parents. My mom left after less than an hour.” She fiddles with her hair. “My parents prefer to keep thinking things today aren’t that bad. This film contradicts the security they’ve built around themselves.”

Seeing the awkward moment Sandra’s comment creates, I can’t resist redirecting us. “Clearly, the movie realistically paints the fashion of today with all the long hair and bell-bottoms.”

Before anyone can respond, we are saved by the bell ending first period.

I keep coming back to the overlap between student council and Current History and The Beacon, how so many conversations since school started are about interconnected issues confronting us.

Council has continued its debate to determine an overall issue agenda for the school year. All three consequential topics introduced at its first meeting—a groundless war, the destruction of our environment, racial tension—have the strong support of its membership. As it turned out, Kerry made a strategic decision after that first meeting. He gave each issue advocate one council meeting to state his or her case and propose a plan of action that could engage and educate the student body. Each meeting’s spokesperson gained nodding supporters with compelling arguments.

Rich went through the painful history of, and reckoning with, America’s failed involvement in Vietnam. He pointed to the mounting casualties, producing in us the feeling there was no end in sight. All from inserting ourselves, he said, into their civil war, which was none of our business.

At the following meeting, Steven talked about the effects of pesticides and chemical fertilizers. He said America the Beautiful is turning into “America the Polluted,” and he shared recent incidents, including the nearby one in Cleveland this past summer known as the Cuyahoga River fire, on a river Steven told us “oozes rather than flows.” I remember looking out the window as he was speaking and thinking how the summer green that greeted us in August had washed away, how the color of the leaves had deepened, producing October’s rich kaleidoscopic hues. Wondering if this beauty was also at risk.

By the time Caroline presented this morning, my note tablet devoted to student council was half filled. She took the group through the uncoordinated and unplanned wave of racial riots that began with the Harlem riot of 1964 and spread to cities like Rochester, Los Angeles, Chicago, Atlanta, Boston, and, closer to us, Dayton and Cincinnati. She noted the calm before the storm last year, before Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination that April and the riots that followed. “We’re only eighteen months from that fateful day,” she reminded us.

I flashed back to the time my mom and I were listening to Dr. King on Meet the Press, fixed on the TV, both of us drawn in by his hope as he spoke of this country’s promise. It felt like King was on the couch with us, talking just to us. He defended our country’s ideals of freedom, opportunity, and equality even though he, as a Black person, was excluded from these ideals. And many Black people continue to live in segregated neighborhoods to this day, I thought, despite all the protests and sit-ins.

Jack pretty much left coverage of council in my hands. He told me to keep attending the biweekly meetings and to review my notes with him. He wanted to wait until a decision was made. “There’s no story otherwise,” he said.

It may not be the best timing since this is homecoming week, but I have an idea for that student council story for our next issue, and I want to pitch it today. As I enter the Journalism room, I see most of the staffers are off writing up or editing stories. Even Miss Saunders is away from her desk. It’s just Jack and me, sitting at desks next to each other.

I clear my throat and pull out my notes from the last month of council meetings. “Jack, I’ve been thinking.” I look down at my pad before I make my pitch. “The Beacon could serve the engagement and education goals of student council even before they decide what to do.” I try to maintain a steady and confident tone, but I’m excited about my idea. Jack turns his chair toward my desk so he’s facing me. “What we have, after all these meetings, is an incredibly rich amount of information and passion around three very important issues many students care about.”

I pause, then lock eyes with him. “While I could work on an in-depth profile of each issue—with your help, of course—I think it would be way better if we ask Steven, Rich, and Caroline to each write a guest opinion column.”

Jack is regarding me with wide, serious eyes.

“If Kerry is okay with that,” I quickly add. “And the columns can all run in the same issue, side by side. Let our classmates decide what to engage with this year, and . . .” I take a deep, steadying breath. “And in the process of reading the articles, they will learn about all these issues.” When I’m finished, he doesn’t say anything.

“Well?” I ask.

“You’re amazing.”

“Come on. You like the idea?”

“You have great news instincts, Lena.”

I notice the glint of hazel in his light-brown eyes. Not knowing how to respond to a compliment, I change the subject. “Doesn’t band practice for the homecoming game show begin after school?”

“Yeah. I planned to head over to check it out. Want to come with me?” Maybe because he catches my surprised look, he adds, “I mean, you could cover the marching band for our next issue . . . now that you’ve passed over your student council assignment to three guest columnists.” A wide, mischievous grin tugs at the corners of Jack’s mouth. “Don’t worry, I’ll work with you on it. Felicity and Derrick should be helpful as Beacon staff and members of the band. Spend some time this week talking to players, and you’ll learn everything you need to know.”

I finish most of my homework during morning study hall so I can stay after school with band members for as long as necessary. Biology, my last class of the day, is uneventful, Mr. Collins his usual pleasant self. He’s one of our few Black teachers and Waverley’s basketball coach. I do find it odd that someone as short and stocky as Mr. Collins would be the coach of a game for tall, lean guys.

I couldn’t be more thrilled when the bell ending the school day rings. I rush to my locker, pull a fresh pad and pen out of my satchel, and toss the weighty sack inside. I slam the door and quickly bolt down the hall toward the band room.

“Hey, Lena, where you heading?” Felicity is holding a small, molded plastic case, presumably with her clarinet inside.

“Same place as you. I’m working on a story about the school bands for The Beacon. Jack suggested I lean on you and Derrick.”

“That’s cool. I’ll introduce you to all the folks.”

It’s a pretty loose scene I encounter when we enter the band room. Jack is standing with Mr. Gordon near the blackboard. I love that the blackboard is Gordo’s teaching MO. I decide to hang close to Felicity, who begins to remove the parts of her clarinet from its case and assemble them, finally twisting on the mouthpiece. She moistens the reed with her saliva, which I find somewhat gross, and places the flat side of the reed against the mouthpiece opening. Just behind Felicity, Rich is testing his snare drum, using a metal key to tighten the tuning rods. Abby is adjusting the tuning slide on her flute. She once showed me how she moves the slide in to raise the pitch and moves it out if she needs to lower it. I wave to Derrick, who is joking around with Ben Keller, the sophomore who got the part of Jem in To Kill a Mockingbird. He’s short for his age, with a soft, round face.

I walk over to them. “Hey, guys. I’m here to cover the bands for The Beacon. Jack said you’d be helpful, Derrick, given you know the reporter ropes too.” I open my writing pad. “I know trumpets are classic band instruments.”

“Hold it there, Lena. I play the trumpet. Young Ben, here, is holding his cornet.”

I’m clearly puzzled, since the instruments look the same to me.

“Easy mistake to make. A cornet is smaller than a trumpet and rounder in shape. See, look.” Ben holds up his instrument next to Derrick’s trumpet. “And our sound is less piercing.”

I write that down. I ask about other brass instruments. I write down tuba, trombone, mellophone (and ask how it is spelled), and French horn. Derrick explains the trumpet is both loud and lyrical and can be considered the soprano voice of the marching band instruments. He tells me that all the band members have a class called Concert Band, but not everyone is in the marching band. They have to audition for it. “Ben here is an alternate because the forty of us in marching band are mostly juniors and seniors.” Derrick says they begin practice in the late summer and meet every day after school during marching season.

It occurs to me that rehearsal for the play begins today, so I turn to Ben. “Congrats on getting a role in To Kill a Mockingbird, but don’t you have to be at rehearsals now?”

“This week is going to be rough with homecoming and all, and I’ll definitely be moving between band and the theater. But Mr. Philips offered to rehearse fewer scenes with Jem this week so I can march with the band if they need me.” Ben fiddles with the valves on his cornet. “I may need to stick with concert band this year if it gets to be too much. I’m a sophomore, you know.”

It’s obvious that the players are comfortable with one another. I figure many have probably performed together since junior high band or orchestra. I know Derrick began trumpet at age six and Abby’s been playing flute since fifth grade. She told me that being in band makes her feel like she’s part of something special, like being part of a team with a common goal. Derrick says he loves the rush of being out on the field and enjoys learning the lively halftime-show repertoire.

I excuse myself from Ben and Derrick and walk over to Abby, who is happily talking to Rich. I share my spiel about my reporting on the band. Abby clarifies for me that concert band practices with the marching band, but they also practice separately, perform separately. Abby expresses disappointment at not making the cut for marching band—there are very few flute spots—and hopes she gets in senior year.

Rich appears to have nervous energy and starts to click his drumsticks together. “The snare drum’s an indispensable instrument in many genres of music. It’s the backbeat of every band.”

I nod as I’m listening, but I also observe Abby, who is gazing at Rich with adoring eyes. She’s clearly smitten, and he seems okay with that. “What kind of student would you say joins the band? Is there a type?” I look from Abby to Rich. I want to hear what each of them thinks.

“There are some kids who are obviously obsessed with music and maybe they come off as weird, but I think we’re all just kids who want to play music, on or off a football field.” Rich looks over at Abby. “What do you think?”

“Other students view us band members as nerdy just because they don’t know us. I mean, we might be shy.” She blushes as if on cue. “And we’re all pretty smart. And very good in math.” Abby looks down after she catches Rich’s approving nod.

“Some football players don’t respect the effort we put in. They get irritated that we practice on their field.” Rich takes out his drum brushes and produces some cool sounds.

Gosh, the band plays at pep rallies, marches through the school halls before big rivalry games, drums up excitement for the team. How do I write up this story so the band is more understood and respected? There’s too much judgment and intolerance by my fellow students. We define which cliques and activities are popular and which are not.

Band and chess club totally get a bad rap.

I spend the remaining hour just watching my classmates play notes and chords on various instruments as they create a harmonious sound reflecting their communal musical passion.

After spending much of the week mingling with band members at their practices, I have a greater appreciation for all the homecoming festivities that started this morning. We got to miss homeroom with an all-school pep rally in the gym. Cheerleaders sporting uniforms led the student body in chants. That was followed by the marching band doing a tease of their James Bond halftime rendition. The walls on both floors of the school are covered with BEAT OAK RIDGE banners.

Felicity, Caroline, and three other seniors who are Waverley High Steppers were named to the homecoming court earlier in the week. Now, just before game time, each candidate sits atop the back seat of a convertible driven onto the school track by their escorts. The crowd cheers as each girl and her date are introduced. Each contender is helped out of the vehicle, then takes the arm of her date as both walk onto the field. My heart sinks as I recognize Jack as the escort for a tall, dark-haired beauty named Kay Daniels. Of course, as one of the most popular seniors, he would be asked to be a court escort. The group of ten stand in a line just behind the microphone, where Waverley Principal Douglas Osborn shakes the hands of all the boys and nods at the girls. All smiles, he approaches the mic.

“This is an exciting moment for Waverley High and for these five lovely ladies chosen by all of you as your homecoming court.” He pauses and waits for the applause to subside. The pounding opening beats of the drum in “Oh, Pretty Woman” reverberate through the stadium as several members of the marching band—on drums, saxophone, bass, and percussion—play their rendition of Roy Orbison’s rock classic. Students can be heard singing the words.

Mr. Osborn is holding an envelope. He tears it open, looks down at the card, and widens his eyes. He pauses for dramatic effect as the band’s percussion section adds to the tension of the moment with a drumroll. We’re all holding our breath as he calls out Caroline Brown’s name as homecoming queen. His voice is quickly overpowered by screams and stamping feet. Caroline gasps, her skin glowing beneath the stadium lights, the smooth lines of her pageboy cut framing her beaming face. You can see how shocked she is. The other girls give her hugs, as does her escort, a senior who stood in for boyfriend Mike Jones, about to play in the game of the season. Her date gently nudges her to approach the microphone. Caroline’s voice cracks as she offers her heartfelt gratitude to all of us in the stadium. I can see her parents beaming from where I stand, and it isn’t lost on me that she is likely Waverley’s first Black queen. Without my usual reserve, I scream, “We love you, Caroline!,” and my cry ripples throughout the sea of people.

Abby calls me late Saturday morning. We love to recap every detail of events like last night. I’m hoping she and Rich went out after the game.

“You’re not going to believe this,” Abby says excitedly. “Rich headed to OSU after the band finished their half-
time show.”

“What? Why would he do that?”

“He’s friends with some freshmen who graduated last year from Waverley. He asked me to go, but there was no way.”

I am at a loss for words. High school and college students in this town don’t mix. I personally don’t know anyone who spends time on campus. Except, now, Rich Kohn. I can hear Abby breathing on the other end, and when I don’t respond, she continues, “I guess there was a huge Blood, Sweat & Tears concert at St. John Arena for their homecoming weekend. Rich called me a few minutes ago and told me all about it.”

“And?”

“He said he got there just as they were playing ‘Spinning Wheel,’ his favorite of their songs. He told me the place was completely packed, and someone told him the arena had, like, eleven thousand seats. Can you believe that?”

But there was more. Rich went to Pearl Alley after the concert, Abby says. He called it a “counterculture epicenter,” since that side street covers a full block on Thirteenth just across High Street from the student union. It’s known for an eclectic collection of small shops like Charlie’s Guitar and Venue Coffee House. “Rich says it’s the preferred gathering place for students whose lifestyles and attitudes are, I guess, more freethinking. Like how they dress and the music they listen to.” I can feel Abby’s distress in her moment of silence. “Lena, I can’t stand for Rich to mix in with those students. I think they’re loose about stuff, you know? A bad influence.”

I couldn’t agree more. “Well, you’re a good influence. Is he taking you to tonight’s homecoming dance?”

“Of course. What are you wearing?”

It goes on like that until we hang up and plan to meet up in the school gym, where the dance is being held. Adam is picking me up, but it’s not a date per se.

The homecoming theme, “A Night to Remember,” transforms Waverley’s cavernous gym, with dozens of balloon bouquets hanging from the ceiling and a canopy of colorful crepe paper streamers draping over the dance area. I stand rooted to the spot for a moment, staring at white-clothed tables surrounded by white folding chairs and an adjacent food buffet filled with the usual assortment of salads, spaghetti and meatballs, fried chicken, and a huge fruit bowl. A platform has been erected on the opposite end of the gym where the band will play. Faculty are circulating to make sure everything is on the straight and narrow. Principal Osborn must have taken the night off because Assistant Principal Dorothea Pearson is in charge. Mr. Collins, Mr. Gordon, Mrs. Hoover, and Miss Saunders join her as chaperones. I scan the crowd quickly, a bit self-conscious in my full-skirted royal blue taffeta dress, with its low boat neckline and close-fitting waist. I’m glad I took the time to set and dry my often-frizzy hair, curling it under slightly, where it falls at my shoulders. Most of the girls wear knee-length dresses of every color, their hair styled in flips or pageboys. All the boys look dashing, wearing jackets or sweaters over their starched white shirts and eye-catching ties, likely borrowed from their dads.

Adam and I walk up to Abby and Rich, who are standing with a group of our Current History classmates. Jack is chatting with Rich. I think I hear him sharing my idea about guest columns for The Beacon, but he stops when he sees me.

“Wow, you look nice, Lena.” Jack acts uncharacteristically awkward and quickly adds, “Adam, you don’t look so bad yourself.”

I smile playfully so they know I’m partly teasing. “Didn’t mean to interrupt, but school business shouldn’t be our focus tonight. And Caroline and Steven should be part of this conversation anyway.”

Steven casually joins us with Patrice on his arm. She gives me a nod.

“I never got a chance to congratulate you for getting a role in the school play.”

“And I never got a chance to thank you for letting me know about it.” She’s much warmer to me, different from our hallway encounter. “And for quoting me in the article you wrote with Derrick.”

Kay Daniels walks up next to Jack. I try not to look forlorn as I realize she is his date tonight.

“Hey, Lena, you know Kay?” Jack doesn’t look me in the eye.

I’ve never formally met Kay but know she’s the co-captain of the High Steppers. I instantly dislike her and offer a strained smile. The intercom emits the sharp screech of a microphone being turned on too high. Our eyes are drawn to the stage where Kerry is standing, poised and confident, handsome in his sharp suit, his charismatic smile immediately drawing the attention of the room.

“As president of student council, it’s my pleasure to
welcome all of you to a night you’ll truly remember. And it is my honor to introduce you again to our lovely homecoming court.” Each girl steps forward when he calls her name. “And it is quite special to officially recognize Caroline Brown as queen this evening. Besides being a Waverley cheerleader, she is your student council secretary.”

Kerry places a crown on Caroline’s head to loud applause. “And let me introduce our band this evening—the Edicates!” He gestures for Mike to lead Caroline onto the dance floor.

At this point, the four band members join Kerry onstage. They’re all wearing maroon jackets and black ties, their hair neatly combed and falling just below their ears. They grab their instruments and, without even a pause, begin playing “This Magic Moment” by the Drifters. As soon as the refrain begins, Kerry motions for the homecoming court members and their escorts to join Caroline and Mike on the dance floor. Kerry accompanies senior High Stepper Robin Cline, who he also escorted at last night’s game. I look away as Jack ushers Kay onto the floor.

This evening is all about the band, the music, and the dancing. Student council secured this exceptionally talented garage band, who gained wide recognition after appearing on a Columbus TV station carrying the national program Dance Party. Three of the four band members—Joe on bass guitar, Glen on drums and vocals, and Tim on lead guitar—are Columbus-area high school students like us. Mike, who plays the Farfisa electric organ, attends Ohio State. They kick off the night for the rest of us with “Midnight Confessions” by the Grass Roots, and everyone crowds the dance floor. Rich grasps Abby’s hand and off they go. Adam and I follow.

As the night goes on, I can’t help noticing some switching around on the dance floor. Partners swapping the person they came to homecoming with for someone new. Kerry asks Adam if he can cut in for one song, so Adam dances with Robin. A few white girls start dancing with Black guys to several Motown tunes. The faculty keep circulating, watching for any shenanigans, but have missed what I begin noticing with Abby and Rich, who are swaying closer than the other couples, his hands slipping under the back of her silk dress. When the music slows, their kisses linger—long enough to make me wonder if they’ve crossed a line I don’t know about. I’ll have to ask her later, though part of me is already guessing the answer.

The music is blaring all night, and we shout to hear one another. When the Edicates play “Revolution,” the crowd is jumping. Of course we want to change the world! We all join in for the refrain, clapping wildly. And we echo the lead singer when he tells us it’s gonna be all right, again and again, until the very last beat rings out.

The applause is deafening, and when it dies down, Glen asks if there are any requests for the final song. Rich screams out, “‘Spinning Wheel’!,” and after brief tuning checks and onstage exchanges, the lyrics of Rich’s beloved Blood, Sweat & Tears song fill the room. Everyone joins together, sings along, links arms, and sways to the rhythm.

The carousel imagery about riding a painted pony gets my mind turning. I think about how life, this journey we’re on, is a metaphorical merry-go-round. It’s colorful and unpredictable, and maybe we need to embrace it. Everyone always says to go with the flow, right? Even when things seem uncertain or out of our control. Things are in motion, whether we like it or not, and everything moves in circles, like a spinning wheel. Perhaps letting the spinning wheel spin means riding life’s ups and downs.

We’re immersed in all the talk of revolution and change, but we probably just need to lighten up. And let things come full circle.






November 1969Give Peace a Chance


As November arrives, all I see are barren tree branches and piles of leaves along every curb. And most days the chill in the air has me wearing thick sweaters. I keep thinking about our final football game of the season last Friday, Halloween night. The crowd singing “Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him Goodbye” still rings in my ears, a taunt to Watson High after our winning touchdown. Since Abby finally got to sub in the marching band, I asked Adam if I could tag along, knowing he would be covering the game. We grabbed a bite beforehand at Burger Boy Food-O-Rama on East Main, better known as the BBF to all of us Waverley kids who hang out there.

Adam talked about an interview he did with Mike Jones, part of an end-of-the-season piece he was working on for The Beacon. I was surprised to learn that Mike’s actual father died in the Korean War when he was a toddler, and Marvin Jones adopted Mike and his two brothers when he married their mom, Margaret. Mike recounted how education was valued and stressed by his stepfather alongside athletics. I’m sure Mike’s parents and brothers were proud watching him play his last high school football game.

“Mike and I have a lot in common; my folks are always stressing education,” I said to Adam, and I couldn’t help shaking my head. “I bet all the students at Waverley have more in common than we realize.” I felt comfortable sharing with Adam that sometimes I notice tension or discomfort from some Black students, and I realize I may not fully understand their perspective. It makes me want to learn more about their experiences.

For the first time, Adam and I spoke about our common Jewish heritage and how we are both first-generation Americans. His parents don’t talk much about the past, he said. “They were in concentration camps and barely made it out alive. It was such a horrific time; there’s a lot they’d like to forget.” A shadow of anguish darkened his usually cheerful face.

I knew about the camps because my parents always said how lucky they had been to escape them. Dad’s family was one of the few to get affidavits and left Vienna before the war started. A Christian family hid my mom and her relatives from the Nazis during the war. I asked Adam what camp his parents were in.

He paused and shook his head as if still in disbelief, his eyes downcast. “Auschwitz.”

I tried to mask the shock I felt. There is a weight of terror that comes with all concentration camps, but even among that grim company, Auschwitz holds a unique distinction: It’s the death camp from which few escaped.

There is this unspoken edict in my house about not dating gentile boys. It isn’t exactly a rule, not like my ten o’clock curfew on school nights or the expectation that I devote weeknights to homework and study. But somehow my parents have conveyed that dating leads to other things, and ultimately my parents believe all their children should marry within our religion. Possibly this is a sentiment they expressed to us at some point—that our lives will be easier this way, that people with similar backgrounds have more in common. Maybe it has to do with the fact that their history is tied to our faith, and it makes sense they would want it to carry on with us and our children. Or perhaps I sense this “rule” because I overheard one of the first questions they asked Sylvia whenever she had a date in high school: “Is he Jewish?” coupled with looks my mom and dad exchanged. I haven’t really had any boyfriends, so this hasn’t been an issue for me.

I invite my very best friends over—like Abby or Adam—and they happen to be Jewish. Of course, they’re also white, and for some reason, this is something I’m suddenly thinking about—how I have friendships at school that my parents know nothing about because I don’t bring those classmates home. Mom and Dad have never shown any prejudice toward other races or religions. How could they when they were persecuted to the point of having to leave their homelands? I can’t imagine they would have a problem with my friendships with Caroline, Felicity, or Derrick, even Jack or Rita, and yet I don’t invite them to my house. Why is that, when I know my parents are comfortable with me attending an integrated public school?

I remember one night during the summer before ninth grade when we were all watching the evening news and the face of a Black woman filled the screen. Her name was Mildred Loving, and she recounted how, years earlier, a policeman had stood beside her bed in the middle of the night and told her and her husband, who was white, to get up, that they were under arrest. The news flash described a landmark Supreme Court decision just reached, Loving v. Virginia, a unanimous opinion that legalized interracial marriage across the country as it struck down a law in Virginia that criminalized matrimony between people classified as “white” and “colored.”

I felt puzzled then, conflicted really, and I harbor that ambivalence now, a little over two years later. I wonder how society would treat the marriage of a Black person and a white person, even though the law says it’s legal. One thing I see too often is how judgmental people can be. I recall my parents saying that a mixed-race couple would face a tremendous amount of hardship, as would their children, regardless of the Supreme Court’s decision. I thought about that too. And now, I keep flashing on what I’ve been seeing at school lately: White girls being more than a little friendly with several of Waverley’s Black football players. I’m not sure what to make of that.

On the first Friday in November, Caroline sits next to me in the cafeteria. I asked her to meet to go over final edits of her guest column. She’d been excited to write the article and supportive of the idea of having her, Steven, and Rich share the issues they’re passionate about for the school paper. She takes a bite of her tuna fish sandwich and looks up just as Rita and several of her clique of friends walk past.

Caroline shakes her head. She swallows and takes a swig of water. “That girl flirts with my guy.”

I recall Rita’s behavior weeks back in the hall on our way to Current History. Caroline’s comment registers something else for me now. “What are you saying?”

“Just that there’s this thing going on . . . I mean, not naming names, but I saw a white girl and one of our football bros making out in the stairwell the other day.”

While I didn’t see that coming, it doesn’t entirely surprise me because The Beacon received several anonymous letters to the editor referring to some “interracial dating.” In my position as associate editor, I review those letters and present viable topics to Jack in our weekly editorial meetings. Heard in the Hall items are supposed to show news potential and be relevant to a broad portion of the student body. I think this is newsworthy just because the color line is being crossed, and I wonder if this is a bad thing or a good thing.

“What do you think about that? I guess what I’m asking is . . . how did that scene in the stairwell make you feel?”

“Well, first, I couldn’t believe any coupling like that was happening in school.” Caroline pulls her blue wool sweater tighter around her. “I’m not sure what I felt. Maybe a little pissed off. But also intrigued.”

“Intrigued how?”

“See . . . there’s all this tension. We’re in our own groups, you know? You and me hangin’ isn’t the norm, Lena. So, seeing the two of them go at it sort of got me thinking, Hey, maybe we’re making some sort of progress here.” Caroline puts her scraps into her lunch bag. “If it isn’t just some kind of rebellion or fad, that is.”

Jack is at a desk marking up a story when I arrive late to Journalism. Beacon reporters are scattered around the room, clearly consumed by upcoming deadlines. I walk up to him and lightly tap his shoulder. “Hey. What are you working on?”

“Just the final tweaks on the roundup about all the Waverley clubs. In the Know apparently is on a winning streak. Expected to win the city this year.”

“Cool.” I sit at the desk next to him and take a deep breath before saying what’s on my mind. “I know this isn’t our regular time to talk about letters to the editor, but there are some that we need to discuss. Not sure if you’ve seen them yet.”

“Okay. Topic?”

“Interracial dating going on at Waverley. After the first letter, I didn’t think I needed to bring it up. But we got several others. The senders don’t leave their names and don’t name names. But it sounds like mostly white girls and members of the football team.”

Jack’s eyes widen. He doesn’t say anything right away but eventually offers, “A bit of a touchy topic for us to cover in The Beacon.”

“I agree. But I had an interesting chat at lunch with Caroline. She actually brought the subject up to me.” Jack raises his eyebrows, nodding for me to go on. “First, she shared that one of our classmates, a High Stepper, has been flirting with Mike. Then she told me she, ah, saw a white girl and a Black guy having a . . . private moment in the stairwell. She made me feel like it’s going on more than we think. And she left me wondering if it’s a good or a bad thing.” I quickly add, “I think she referred to it as,” and I make air quotes with my fingers, “‘maybe we’re making some sort of progress, unless it’s just a passing fad.’”

He looks at me straight on, a probing gaze. “So, what are you thinking in terms of coverage in the paper?”

“At first, I thought we could keep it anonymous and use it for Heard in the Hall, but that could stir up some negative reaction.”

“I agree it would definitely stir up some things.”

Two junior reporters approach Jack, apologize for interrupting, and ask his permission to extend their upcoming deadline. Jack gets up and reviews a piece they hand him. He tells them he’ll give them a week, then sits back down.

I wait until they are out of earshot. “Another approach could be doing a piece on Black-white friendships, not starting with the dating angle necessarily, although we could consider asking how students feel about that. It could go in several directions. There’s a tie-in with To Kill a Mockingbird. Also, with the camaraderie between Black and white players on our sports teams—football and basketball.”

He leans closer and gives me one of his genuine smiles that always wins me over. “I like how you’re thinking, Lena. But there’s a part of this that can get dicey. We’d need to address deeper issues, some of the issues Caroline brings out in her essay—about racial riots, the rage that exists right here, the unfulfilled promise of equality that’s fueling it . . .”

I immediately register the minefields. Unspoken is the fact I’d be a white female covering a story I cannot fully understand. But part of me sees a significant subject, and I want that assignment.

As if he’s reading my mind, Jack gives me the encouragement I need. “I want you to keep your ear to the ground. Let’s see how things go.”

Within a couple weeks, what begins to reach a boiling point is Vietnam. If I weren’t taking Current History and weren’t a Beacon editor, I wonder how informed I’d be about what’s going on in the world, given the bubble we live in here at Waverley. How caught up we are in who’s dating who or how well we scored on our last exam. But I’m reading Time magazine, and since it often lags behind, I’m watching the nightly news. Not much escapes me anymore. Right now, anti-war sentiment is anchored by nonviolent mass marches in Washington and San Francisco, with smaller demonstrations going on throughout the country. The majority are college-age kids wearing bell-bottom blue jeans with peacoats or old army field jackets.

In Washington, a new anti-war demonstration called the March Against Death began the evening of the thirteenth, a Thursday, and continued throughout that night and all the next day. Piecing together what took place from Walter Cronkite’s nightly reports and Time’s November 21 recap, I couldn’t help thinking how surreal it all was. People gathered at Arlington National Cemetery carrying devotional candles and signs with the names of dead US soldiers and destroyed Vietnamese towns. They marched, in single file and grouped by states, down Pennsylvania Avenue, past the front of the White House, and on to the west side of the Capitol. By Saturday, there were hundreds of thousands of people marching in Washington, for the second Moratorium to End the War in Vietnam. Cronkite said it was the biggest turnout of its kind that Washington had ever seen, exceeding even the 1963 civil rights rally. Someone was quoted as saying it brought out a number equivalent to “two Woodstocks.” There were speakers like Coretta Scott King and George McGovern, but it was the rock and folk performers who galvanized demonstrators gathered across from the White House as Pete Seeger led the crowd in singing John Lennon’s latest, “Give Peace a Chance.”

Now, sitting in Current History, I wonder if my classmates are as prepared for this discussion as I am. Or feel as agitated as I do.

Mr. Gordon asks his typical opening question. “What history has been made this week, students?”

Uncharacteristically, I decide to open our discussion. “These death marches, all the protests . . . people want the war to stop.” I speak louder than usual and with some force. “This is a cause that people feel is morally defining. They . . . we want peace. But what is peace—a feeling, a memory, a thought? The world is crying.” My voice is high and cracking. I feel like crying myself and can’t go on. I must be getting my period; I suddenly feel embarrassed about my outburst.

The room is quiet as everyone is digesting my words, and my discomfort grows until Derrick steps in. “Mr. G., you’re a music devotee. It’s all in the music, man. Those songs tell our story. I mean, listen to this piece on Pete Seeger’s new album called ‘Bring Them Home.’ The words. They’re an explicit retort to this senseless war. I’ve played the song over and over. Makes me nuts. Every other line he repeats, ‘Bring them home, bring them home.’ The guy is saying we gotta get our boys outta Vietnam, return them home to their friends and families. Hey, there’s even a line in there saying the world needs teachers, books, and schools, another reason to bring ’em home. We should just talk about song lyrics in this class, Mr. G.”

I find myself nodding as I take in the depth of Derrick’s comment. I turn around to regard him and can’t help but feel admiration. It is all in the music. Something all of us, including Mr. Gordon, relate to. The soundtrack on the television reports about the mass marches going on around the country repeats the refrain in Lennon’s song as we keep suggesting, even insisting, that we give peace a chance.

I admit I spent the rest of that Monday in a daze. There’s this undercurrent of tension I’ve become more aware of, making it hard for me to concentrate on anything. At dinner as I pick at the food on my plate, Nathan jabbers on about his latest chess win against his nemesis, Logan Perkins, a kid who acts like he’s the smartest at their junior high. “I could end up the school champ if I keep this streak up.” I listen to Nathan, stone-faced, then watch him fill his mouth with a large forkful of meatloaf.

Dad gives him an affirming nod and starts to say something at the same moment Mom asks me what’s on my mind: “Lena, you haven’t said anything through this whole dinner, and you’re not exactly eating either. Are you okay?”

Okay? My first instinct is to rehash the myriad things not okay in the world, far more important than Nathan’s chess prowess, but I hold my tongue. It’s not my family’s fault I feel like I do. “Yeah, I’m fine, just have stuff on my mind.” I try to perk up. “After I do my homework, let’s watch some TV. Red Skelton’s on at eight thirty. And we can’t miss The Doris Day Show, Mom. You love that.” The show’s theme song even inspired the mantra she uses whenever she doesn’t know how to respond to me: “Qué será, será.”

After I help clear the table, do some reading for American History, and write an essay for English, I go to the den and turn on the TV to CBS. Nathan joins me since we both get a kick out of the slapstick on The Red Skelton Hour. It opens with two alien moon men the color of pea soup performing comedic antics as the song “Màh-Nà-Mah-Nà” plays. Nathan is laughing so loudly, I’m having a hard time hearing, so I turn up the volume. After the opening song-and-dance routine, Skelton offers a monologue that drifts into these hilarious characters. Tonight is one of my personal favorites, Gertrude and Heathcliff, the two seagulls, which Skelton performs by crossing his eyes and sticking his thumbs into his armpits for wings. Next, he does a comedy sketch built around his signature character, Freddie the Freeloader, a drifter with a heart of gold.

“Freddie’s okay, but I really like Junior, the Mean Widdle Kid,” Nathan says. His laughter, which devolves into hiccups, has subsided and he’s in a performative mood. “I mean, don’t you love his line, ‘If I dood it, I get a whippin’ . . . I dood it!” Nathan does such an accurate imitation that I tell him he might want to try acting if chess and bowling don’t work out.

As the Doris Day theme song opens for tonight’s episode, “Doris Strikes Out,” my mom walks in from the kitchen with her dishrag still in her hand. Did I mention she’s always wiping things up? She sops up the Doris Day story that she began watching last year. Day’s character, Doris Martin, is a widowed mother of two young sons who she’s brought to her father’s rural ranch north of San Francisco after having lived in New York City for most of her adult life. This season Doris begins to commute from the ranch to San Francisco, where she starts working as an executive secretary at Today’s World magazine. I’m wondering if my mother vicariously enjoys the idea of a woman working, quite out of the realm of most moms here in the Midwest.

A commercial promotes an upcoming 10:00 p.m. CBS Radio News special promising breaking coverage about the Vietnam War. I am all ears now. At this point, Nathan has gone to his room and my dad is lounging on the couch, his feet up on the coffee table.

“I’d like to listen to this special. I know it’s late, but can we tune in?”

My dad looks at me like I’m a Martian. “What’s with all the news you’ve been following? You’re supposed to be enjoying your teenage years.”

I haven’t exactly been forthcoming about the discussion of current events that’s been consuming me lately. And since both of my parents basically got screwed out of their normal teenage years, all they want for Sylvia, Nathan, and me is to have some kind of idealized American childhood. I sometimes think about where they were at my age. My dad was trying to fit in as an immigrant at a Columbus public high school right after arriving in the United States. Mom was somewhere in eastern Poland living under Soviet rule. Their early lives feel so unreal to me because all I’ve known is life here in the middle of America. If anything, they are the Martians.

It’s time that I bring them into my school life. “I’m taking an elective called Current History. The class assignment is to follow the news, Dad. Remember that PGA-tournament article you were reading from Time? I used that for my class. All kinds of current happenings from the news are what I need to bring to class discussions. That’s what we’re being graded on.” Using the schoolwork angle always works because of the less-than-subtle message in my house about getting top grades.

I notice the clock shows it’s ten o’clock and get up to turn on the radio. Mike Wallace, the host, warns listeners that the interview that follows describes violent events that took place in March 1968 at My Lai, a hamlet in Viet Cong–infested territory some 330 miles northeast of Saigon. He then introduces his guest, a Vietnam War veteran named Paul Meadlo.

Meadlo initially responds to Wallace’s basic questions with one-word answers. Wallace first wants to know how many were in Meadlo’s platoon. (There were about twenty.)

Wallace: “What had you been briefed to do when you got to Pinkville?”

Meadlo: “To search and to make sure that there weren’t no NVA in the village and expecting to fight—when we got there . . .”

Wallace: “To expect to fight?”

Meadlo: “To expect to fight.”

Wallace establishes that Meadlo and the group left in four choppers with five men in each and they landed next to the village. A Sergeant Mitchell was in charge of the squad. Meadlo indicates there was a man—Meadlo called him “a gook”—huddled in the shelter they approached. Wallace asks if he was of fighting age or an older man. Meadlo says he was an older man, but his superior, Mitchell, said to shoot him anyway, and they did. The squad got to the village, searched it, rounded up forty to forty-five people, and placed them in the center of the village: “And we placed them in there, and it was like a little island, right there in the center of the village, I’d say. And—”

Wallace: “What kind of people—men, women, children?”

Meadlo: “Men, women, children.”

Wallace: “Babies?”

Meadlo: “Babies. And we all huddled them up. We made them squat down, and Lieutenant Calley came over and said, ‘You know what to do with them, don’t you?’ And I said yes. So I took it for granted that he just wanted us to watch them. And he left, and came back about ten or fifteen minutes later and said, ‘How come you ain’t killed them yet?’ And I told him that I didn’t think you wanted us to kill them, that you just wanted us to guard them. He said, ‘No, I want them dead.’ So—”

Dad, Mom, and I sit like statues, our mouths open, not sure at first what we are hearing. It’s like we’re listening to a horror story, not a factual description of the pitiful war we’re conducting in Vietnam, with a devastation unfolding on national radio. And we’re only hearing now about something that happened nearly two years ago. I move closer to Mom on the couch. Our arms touch.

Meadlo: “[Calley] stepped back about ten, fifteen feet, and he started shooting them. And he told me to start shooting. So I started shooting. I poured about four clips into the group.”

Wallace asks about the gun. It was an M16. He asks about the number of bullets per clip. Meadlo explains he carried seventeen rounds to each clip.

Wallace: “So you fired something like sixty-seven shots—”

Next, as Meadlo answers one question after another, we learn that they gathered up more people; put them in a ravine; dropped hand grenades into the ravine; gathered more civilians, including babies; pushed them into the ravine; and continued shooting.

Wallace: “How many people would you imagine were killed that day?”

Meadlo: “I’d say about 370.”

After the details of this brutal massacre of civilians are exposed, after Meadlo tries to explain he was ordered to do what he did, that he was doing the right thing, that it was revenge for the deaths of soldiers he knew, Mike Wallace begins to describe his time fighting during the Second World War, and he says, “But the thought that goes through your mind is, we’ve raised such a dickens about what the Nazis did, or what the Japanese did, but particularly what the Nazis did in the Second World War, the brutalization and so forth, you know. It’s hard for a good many Americans to understand that young, capable, American boys could line up old men, women and children and babies and shoot them down in cold blood. How do you explain that?”

Meadlo, in response: “I wouldn’t know.”

I have the urge to take a shower. I feel dirty and want to wash that filth from my body, remove this new knowledge from my brain. I feel a rage and a sadness. I glance over at my parents. Mom looks like she’s about to cry. Dad’s eyes are strangely wide, staring hard at nothing in particular. His voice sounds hollow when he says, “I don’t know what I just heard. I served in the last world war. This type of savagery is what we fought against. What we just heard tonight is an American atrocity, and surely, it’s not an isolated incident.”
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“A simplistic, deliberate act of inhumanity and one of the darkest days in American history.” That statement was in a Time article on December 5, the issue with young US Army First Lieutenant William Calley Jr.’s photo on the cover. At that point, he was accused of slaying at least 109 Vietnamese civilians in the rural village of My Lai. But this report came ten days after I listened to Paul Meadlo’s admission to Mike Wallace on the CBS Radio News special. And this was nearly two years after the atrocity took place. It feels like the media is so slow to respond. Even the daily papers and the evening news cover things that happened days and weeks earlier. I remind myself Time is a weekly magazine that collects bureau reports from around the world to present more of a comprehensive, in-depth recap. I’m just saying that news happens, and we only learn about it later. I keep wondering if there’s a better way. But even if a constant onslaught of bad news as it happens were possible, might that be too overwhelming for us to process?

I mull over this dilemma while sitting in the middle of our editorial planning meeting for The Beacon’s December issue. As a monthly, we, too, are holding on to stories, timing the paper’s publication date for later in the month so we can include a review of our school theater production that opens this Friday and add any other news that comes up to fill out the issue. Derrick and I are working on backstage stories, interviewing Mr. Philips, the theater director, along with Kerry as Atticus Finch; Sandra Fried and Ben Keller as his children, Scout and Jem; Patrice as Calpurnia; and Steven as Tom Robinson. Adam is covering the basketball team as they begin their season. And so on.

“What about the national news for this issue?” I’m hoping we can fill in some gaps or, at least, point out the gaps. “There’s certainly been enough drama on that front.”

Just as Jack opens his mouth to answer, Kerry bursts into the classroom. “There’s some kind of sit-in going on in the gym. Black students refusing to go to class. Thought you oughta know.”

“Lena, Derrick, grab a pad and go down there. Don’t get in the way, whatever you do. Just try to see what they’re up to and why.” Jack locks eyes with us and nods us on.

“What do you think this is?” I mumble to Derrick as we head out the door.

“Well, it’s a protest all right. We’ll find out, I guess.”

Derrick takes two steps at a time down the stairs, and I almost trip keeping up with him. It occurs to me that Jack could have left me to continue the editorial meeting, and he could have covered this demonstration with Derrick. Either he thinks highly of my ability to handle a breaking story like this, or he doesn’t trust me to lead the discussions. There I go again, second-guessing.

The first thing we hear is the rhythmic chanting: “Black Power.” “Freedom.” “Black Power.” “Freedom.” We station ourselves at the door. Luckily, it’s open and we have a bird’s-eye view of the students inside, all wearing black T-shirts and sitting on the shiny wood floor. Mr. Osborn and Mrs. Pearson stand just inside the gym, so we can hear them clearly. Osborn tells the protesters they need to go to class, that they’re blocking the gym from holding phys ed classes. His voice is steady but firm.

The chanting continues.

Osborn waits for several minutes before speaking again, his voice louder but remaining calm. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get up and get to your classes. But not much more.”

Derrick and I are close enough that we can hear the private conversation our administrators are having. Something about how much time to give them, that they may have to call the police if the students don’t budge. Students are gathering around us, asking what’s going on. In times of confusion, my mind always goes to music to find meaning, and right now I hear Bob Dylan asking one question after another but finding the answers elusive.

I see Patrice Monroe and Jeannette Smith standing at the other door to the gym, and I nod to Derrick to walk over with me. I’m surprised they aren’t part of the demonstration. I know we’ll get the backstory now.


BLACK WAVERLEY STUDENTS OCCUPY SCHOOL GYM IN PROTEST

By Lena Rosen and Derrick Wright

A dozen black students, male and female, gathered in Waverley’s gym the afternoon of Tuesday, December 9, for a sit-in, chanting “Black Power” and “Freedom.” Principal Douglas Osborn and Assistant Principal Dorothea Pearson attempted to convince the students to return to their classes. Physical education students waited outside the gym, blocked from the classes they were scheduled to take there. Coach Fuller, their phys ed teacher, stood silently with his students.

After several unsuccessful attempts to disperse what was an orderly protest, Mr. Osborn contacted the local police. Two officers arrived to escort the students to the cafeteria, where they were detained. Parents were called to pick up their sons and daughters, who were suspended for the following two days for insubordination.

From what Beacon reporters could gather from participants as they were led from the gym and from several black students who observed the demonstration, the triggering event was the killing by police of Black Panther leaders Fred Hampton and Mark Clark, which took place the previous week in Chicago. But the motivation for the protest had been building, according to several black students with friends who participated in the sit-in.

“Hampton worked with black ghetto folks helping that community. Had a free-breakfast program and medical clinic. The Panthers, they’re just fighting for rights,” said one student who wished to remain anonymous.

“Yeah, it has to do with the Black Power movement in general, but after Martin Luther King Jr. died, many of us see ourselves as part of a continuation of the civil rights movement, to advance the cause,” said another student who also wished not to
be named.

“We’re fighting to be accepted as full human beings worthy of recognition in all our dimensions,” said a third student.

Getting specific to Waverley High, several black and white students noted there are no black clubs at Waverley, no black history courses, and not enough black teachers. The third student added, “We are fighting the racism we see every day.”



Caroline’s guest column couldn’t be timelier and will run alongside Steven’s and Rich’s on the page adjacent to the story Derrick and I turned in, which Jack didn’t even mark up. Plans are set for the issue to come out late in the week of December 15. It includes Derrick’s review of To Kill a Mockingbird with performances ending on the fourteenth, along with a piece he pushed hard for—coverage of the Jackson 5 appearing on The Ed Sullivan Show that same night. The new pop group’s emergence is being incessantly promoted on CBS. Derrick says their first single, “I Want You Back,” released in October and moving quickly up the pop and R&B charts, features an adorable eleven-year-old brother named Michael. “The little fella has a soulful voice and incredible vocal range. You just watch this kid,” Derrick confidently asserts. “He’s going places.”

The school auditorium is packed for opening night of To Kill a Mockingbird. I’m sitting with Adam, Abby, and Rich midway up the left aisle and have a good view of the crowd. I wave to Caroline and Mike. I see a bunch of High Steppers and cheerleaders filling the row behind them. Some of the students I met during band practice are seated near the front, as is Derrick. I spot Jeannette and many of the Black students who participated in the sit-in. All of us are here to see at least one friend in the play—student council members want to see Kerry; no doubt several Black students will be watching Patrice and Steven. Rumor has it that those two started dating after spending so much time together at rehearsals. I look forward to their performances, and I’m especially curious to see how Sandra plays Scout, given what a big role she has. I can’t wait to watch Kerry transform into Atticus Finch.

The houselights dim. The excited buzz in the auditorium
settles as the curtain rises. In its place springs the soft chirping of birds and a dog barking. I’m always curious where they get those sound effects, and I make a mental note to ask Derrick. The stage lights come up, revealing a girl—Sandra, a.k.a. Scout Finch—sitting on a porch swing. She’s wearing dungarees, and her short brown hair is fixed plainly.

The porch fronts a small frame house, the Finch residence, a wonderful replica the stagehands built with the look of Southern cottages of that period. A female student I don’t know comes onstage and stands in front of the house. She looks around as if observing the scene from another place or another time. She wears a simple dress, her hair also brown and styled like Sandra’s, but she assumes the appearance of a young woman.

A voice is heard calling from offstage. It’s Patrice, a.k.a. Calpurnia, the Black housekeeper. She’s calling for Scout.

The character at center stage begins to speak to the audience. She identifies herself as Jean Louise but explains that when she was that young girl on the swing, they called her Scout.

We hear Scout/Sandra calling back to Calpurnia, saying she’s watching for Atticus.

The female narrator speaks again. This time she explains who Atticus is—that he’s her father. She tells the audience he was a lawyer, that he seemed ancient back then because he was nearly fifty, much older than other children’s parents.

The spotlight shifts to Scout/Sandra. She complains about her father, asserting that he really doesn’t do anything since he works in an office. She goes on to explain that he doesn’t drive a truck, doesn’t farm, isn’t a sheriff, and doesn’t work in a garage. That he’s not like the fathers who hunt, play poker, or fish. He reads, she says.

Another voice calls out from offstage, asking Scout why her father defends Negroes.

Scout jumps up from the swing and leans from the porch railing, her fists clenched, and yells for the boy to take back what he said.

The boy challenges her to make him do that. He tells her that his folks say her daddy is a disgrace.

After some more back-and-forth verbal attacks between Scout and the boy, the narrator sets the stage for the story to come. Maycomb, Alabama. 1935. A hot summer. It’s two weeks before the start of school. Something very bad takes place that rocks the town and brings a man, unjustly, to his death.

I let myself get carried into the drama, recalling the plot-lines from Harper Lee’s novel, the serious issues of rape and racial inequality that consumed this tired old Southern town, along with the story’s emphasis on tolerance and compassion. I forget that I know some of the characters on the stage as I’m transported into this other era. After a final scene when Boo Radley saves Scout and her brother, Jem, and Scout tells Atticus, “Boo is really nice,” dispelling all the terrible ideas she and Jem had about him, Atticus answers simply, “Most people are, Scout, when you finally see them.”

I snap back to the present as people rise from their seats, row by row, cheering. The applause is thunderous, all the actors now bowing, beaming with delight, and waving to the audience. I become hopeful as I look around me: white and Black students all taking in a story about racism and injustice but also about integrity and empathy. Perhaps this communal experience can help to bridge the gaps still dividing us.

Dinner tonight feels special because Sylvia’s home on winter break. It still feels odd not having her living here with us. Like something’s missing. I notice her auburn hair is longer, and she’s not wearing makeup. She says she’s gained a few pounds, and this bothers her. Dorm food, she complains, all mashed potatoes, everything dripping in butter. “I’m glad I’ll live at the sorority house next year.”

“When we spoke by phone, you said the deadline to pledge was last week. What sorority did you finally choose?” Mom asks.

“Alpha Xi Delta. Remember, that was a house I told you about. One of my top picks during rush.”

“What’s ‘rush’?” I’m clueless about college life.

Sylvia smiles at me, her eyes brimming with tenderness. “You need to visit me at school, Lena. I can show you the ropes. Rush is just when you go to all the sorority houses so you can narrow down which you like best, and they also decide whether they want you as a member. Some aren’t eager to take Jewish girls.” I must have a puzzled look on my face because Sylvia adds, “It’s no big deal. Plenty to choose among, Lena. There are four or five days when any potential new members are invited to tour the house. They have socials where they can get to know more about you, your classes, how you like school. Stuff like that. And there’s Bid Day when the recruitment ends and invitations are sent to new members.”

Mom raises her eyebrows. “Seems like a lot of socializing when you’re trying to get ready for finals.”

I can see my sister ready for a retort that will shift our calm dinner into combat mode, so I jump in. “How did you choose, Syl?”

“I liked everything about A Zee D. The sorority sisters were really welcoming. The house is big and clean. They focus a lot on doing service programs, helping charities. And I met a junior from Youngstown, her name is Sandy, who made me feel at home there.” Sylvia looks over to Mom. “We have a lot in common. She’s Jewish, an honors student, and takes her classes seriously. Many of the girls there are like that, Mom.”

“It all sounds wonderful, honey. A nice and safe place for you to live for the rest of your time at school.” Clearly, Mom must have forgotten her concern about Sylvia’s inattention to schoolwork. “Did you get information about the cost?”

I can’t help but think about how this agreeable exchange is such a switch from the shouting match Sylvia had with my parents after her freshman year. When Mom found pot in her room, all hell broke loose. After observing the ruckus firsthand, I swore I’d never set myself up for anything like that.

“Living at the house costs less than the dorm. Or about the same. There are dues, but I plan to get a part-time job on campus and will help pay.”

Dad has been unusually silent up to this moment. “Now that we have that settled, what are your plans for the next two weeks home, Syl? You, too, Nathan and Lena.”

The word relax isn’t in my dad’s vocabulary. Dad’s either working at his office, volunteering for the temple or a charity, golfing every weekend until the weather interferes, or taking us on car trips. Clearly, he learned his conscientious work ethic in the army.

“Geez, Dad. I just got home. I’ll call a couple of my friends tomorrow, and I’ll let you know what I’ve got going.” Sylvia takes her empty plate to the sink.

I hand her mine. “As long as you’re already up.” I wink at her. “Nathan will probably spend the vacation bowling and playing chess so he can finally annihilate Logan. Right, Nathan?”

He yawns. “You got that right, Lena. Are you just going to watch the news every night?”

“Please.” I give my brother a dirty look. “Give me some credit. I’m not that boring.”

Sylvia pretty much disappears with her friends for the next week. They likely have plans to spend New Year’s Eve together. But I’m busy making plans of my own. Word is out that Rita is hosting a big year-end party. Unlike my parents, hers seem to have a loose attitude about Rita bringing friends over, never realizing or caring how many kids end up partying there when they’re out. Or what illegal stuff might be happening. I’m looking forward to a night when we can forget all the crap going on in the world and just have fun.

It’s a New Year’s Eve tradition that I spend the evening with Abby because that’s also her birthday and there’s always a party happening where we can celebrate together. Abby’s finally sixteen like the rest of us juniors. I joke with her that if she had been born one day later, she’d be a year behind me, and we probably wouldn’t be friends. This year, even though she’s tight with Rich, she invited me to tag along, and when she did, I got up the nerve to ask how far she’s gone with Rich. When Abby didn’t answer right away, I asked if she felt pressure to go further with him. I said something like, “I’m just wondering where you’ve drawn the line.” We are so open with one another, and yet sex is not something we talk about. And I felt uncomfortable having to ask her. She shrugged and changed topics.

Rita’s house is not far from mine, on Broadleigh. Many of us live within half a mile of each other, so we meet up at my house at eight thirty and trek to Rita’s, a stone-and-stucco two-story with black shutters framing every window. A single concrete walkway leads to the front door, lit by a lantern, signaling no one is home. We know better.

The front door is unlocked. We let ourselves in and walk down the hallway toward the chattering voices, passing the formal living room on one side, dining room on the other. Rita’s house is the nicest on the block. I heard her dad is an executive at Nationwide Insurance. The smell of beer gets stronger as we approach the kitchen. I think I smell pot too. We’re one of the early arrivals, just as WCOL is doing its Top 100 countdown. After all, the decade of the ’60s is coming to an end tonight. I can hear Wes Hopkins, also known as “Mama’s Fat Boy Wes,” introducing Billboard magazine’s official list and telling the listeners it’s a compilation of the pop charts from December 1968 to December 1969: “In this countdown, the sounds vary, far and wide. We’ll be hearing from the Youngbloods, Three Dog Night, the Beatles, Zager and Evans, Bob Dylan, the 5th Dimension, Marvin Gaye, Tommy James & the Shondells, Sly and the Family Stone, and more. And it turns out that number one hundred is a two-way tie.”

As “Let Me” by Paul Revere & the Raiders plays in the background, I greet Rita and thank her for hosting.

“Glad to do it. We gotta live it up tonight, don’t we?”

Rita sounds like she’s already had a couple beers. I say hi to Sandra Fried, who arrived before us with Ben Keller. As if apologizing for being with a sophomore, she tells me she and Ben became good friends during their stint as Scout and Jem in To Kill a Mockingbird. With them is Mindy Chen, another sophomore who Ben introduces me to, although I already knew Mindy since I interviewed her for the Beacon piece when I was gathering student reactions.

“Timmy’s home,” Rita says. “He’ll stay in his room.” Her fourteen-year-old brother is in Nathan’s grade at the junior high. I figure Timmy is as caught up in his own world as Nathan is.

Jack walks in with Adam. I smile at them, trying to hold back the myriad emotions running through me at once. Excited to see Jack. Relieved to see he came with Adam and not a date. Happy to see Adam, who I’m always most comfortable around. I steal a quick glance at Jack, particularly handsome in a dark-gray turtleneck and loose blue trousers.

I’m less than thrilled a few minutes later when Kay Daniels shows up with Robin Cline and three other High Steppers. There are lots of squeals and hugging when they greet Rita. “Look what we brought for the munchies!” They hand her a sack with two six-packs, an oversize bag of chips, and several containers of onion dip.

Three members of Waverley’s cheerleading squad join the growing crowd in the kitchen, including reserve captain Ellen Marley, a junior who’s always friendly. They’re followed by a half dozen others—three guys, three gals—from nearby Benson High School. Rita evidently makes friends far and wide. I begin to feel ill at ease standing among a lot of people I don’t know. Also, it isn’t lost on me that our private parties are segregated. There isn’t a single Black classmate among us.

“Frozen daiquiris, anyone?” Greg Moore arrives with his game face on, ready to celebrate, accompanied by two guys from Waverley’s football team. I’m surprised he’s publicly drinking given the stiff penalty for athletes, but he reads my mind. “The season’s done, and I’m gonna party!” He carries two Big Bear grocery bags brimming with all the ingredients. One by one, he pulls out limes, strawberries, bottles of rum, sugar, and a bag of crushed ice, setting them carefully on the kitchen counter as others chat behind him.

Rita reaches down, opens a cabinet, and pulls out a blender. “Now you’re talkin’!”

I realize it will take a drink or two to feel like I fit in with this crowd. And I do love strawberries.

Rich motions to Abby and me to follow him to the den. He turns, speaking loudly to get Rita’s attention. “Okay for me to play some LPs?”

“That’s what the player’s here for. Happy for you to be our official DJ, Rich.” Rita offers up a flirty wink. I see Abby flinch. “The records are down below in the cabinet.”

“Great. Can you maybe turn down COL?” The group in the kitchen doesn’t seem bothered by Rich’s request, and someone switches off the radio and turns on the blender. I hear it whirring.

Jack and Adam follow us into the den, Kerry right behind them. I’m feeling more comfortable by the minute in a space that feels cozy with people I know. I look around. One wall has bookshelves filled to the ceiling. Against another wall is a stand-up Baldwin piano. Adam walks over to it and fingers a few notes. I remember that he plays keyboard instruments.

“There’re some sweet sounds here.” Rich pulls out several singles and LPs. “Definitely have to hear some Sly and Marvin Gaye. Maybe Simon & Garfunkel. Van Morrison. But since we have a known pianist here . . . Hey, Adam, how about if you play ‘Happy Birthday’ to Abby and get the night started?”

You can count on Abby to begin blushing, her entire face and neck turning pink. She hates getting attention. At that moment, Greg walks into the den with a stack of tall plastic cups and a blender full of frozen strawberry daiquiris. Kerry and Jack take the cups and hand them to us while Greg fills each to the brim. Adam takes a swig and then another. I have the distinct impression he’s comfortable playing for an audience. He sits on the low bench and starts the very jazzy opening of the Beatles’ “Birthday” song—and nails it. Rich starts to sing, joined by Kerry, who has a wonderful voice, and Greg, the three swaying as if they were the Supremes. Jack stands back smiling, and I’m trying not to laugh. They haven’t even had much to drink at this point, but their words assure us that we’re going to have a good time and we’re very glad it’s Abby’s birthday. “Happy birthday to you!” we shout together.

At this point, Adam is pounding out the tune on the piano. A bunch of kids from the kitchen begin to gather just inside the den doorway, drinks in hand, joining in the chorus, insisting that, yes, we’re goin’ to a party. Of course, it’s this party and all the better that we’re celebrating someone’s birthday.

When the singing ends, Rich shakes his head. “Boy, do I wish I had my drums, Adam. I could do that intro beat Ringo knocks out.” Rich looks over at Abby and takes her hand. “But this is not about me. Happy birthday, Abs!” I think she is as surprised as the rest of us, and embarrassed, when he gives her a quick and fiery kiss. He swiftly pulls out an LP and prattles on about the music as if to cover the awkwardness. “What I love about this song is that we meet each member of the Sly Stone family.” He gently places the needle in the groove.

The opening is a gravelly scream telling us to get on up and dance to the music. And the beat that follows gets the whole room shaking and swaying, heads and shoulders. I see what Rich means about meeting the band’s musicians. Each instrument gets its moment. Rock guitar by Sly’s brother, Freddie, and then each of them is showcased: the bassline, the drum track, the horns, and even Sly doing a gospel-sounding riff on the organ.

We’re mostly listening to the song at that point, and when it plays out, Rich replaces it with Simon & Garfunkel’s “The Sound of Silence.” I think he wanted to change the tempo, as well as the mood in the room. It works, moving the large group gathered at the doorway back to the kitchen. Only Rich, Abby, Jack, Adam, Kerry, and I stay behind, somewhat subdued by the hymnlike sound. Someone clicks the radio back on in the kitchen, and we hear Wes Hopkins again: “Here, at number eighty-eight, we have Marvin Gaye and ‘I Heard It Through the Grapevine.’” Jack strides to the kitchen and returns with a full blender. I playfully hold out my cup, tilting it slightly to reveal its emptiness, quickly glancing down as a shyness washes over me.

By ten thirty, after Rich has played a half dozen songs, after we have each had two or three frozen daiquiris (but who’s counting) and are feeling very relaxed, he raises the idea of New Year’s resolutions.

“After all, this isn’t just any New Year; we’re moving into a new decade. Some of us only have a semester of high school left, and some of you have a year and a half. We’re all friends here. Let’s go around and share what we hope for ourselves in the New Year, new decade.”

We’re not exactly in a circle. Jack is sitting in the corner lounge chair, Adam on the piano bench. Abby is cuddled up to Rich on the couch in front of the bookshelves. Kerry and I are cross-legged on the floor, our cups resting on a coffee table.

“I like the idea and, since you’re making the suggestion, Rich, why don’t you get us started?” Kerry sits up straighter and flashes an assured smile.

“Okay, I shoulda seen that coming.” Rich stares into his drink for a moment. “I want to do something to affect this god-awful war. I mean, something positive to raise consciousness in our high school, around the community. Maybe organize a concert for peace. It’s not gonna make a difference in a big sense. We have no power. But if each of us pushes toward peace, maybe we sway the tide in a common direction.”

Rich’s comment doesn’t surprise me. He’s been consistent with his outrage against the war—in class, at student council meetings, in his guest Beacon column, in conversations with anyone who will listen. We all feel powerless, and he’s searching for something, anything, to feel less vulnerable and inadequate. I know I share his sentiments.

“I think that’s a great resolution, Rich.” Abby squeezes his hand. “And it’s something you can do with that band of yours. I’ll help get the word out. We all can.” She begins to gently twirl her ponytail around her fingers. “I guess I can be next. I think my goal as we enter this new decade is very personal. I want to come out of my shell. I’d like to be less of a follower and more assertive. Maybe I can start by helping you coordinate your peace concert, Rich.”

“You’re the best, Abs,” I say. “I’ve followed your lead since we were kids on a playground.” I turn to Rich. “Thanks for getting us to bare our souls here.” I feel nervous and begin to joke, an annoying quirk whenever I get anxious. “First, I want to be nicer to my brother.”

Everyone rolls their eyes, but I continue, “I know, that’s an easy one. I think the big goal is . . .” I take a gulp of air as if I’m about to dive underwater, and I close my eyes. “I want to be more comfortable in my own skin. Not be afraid of repercussions if I’m bold. I mean, I have this thing about being different. About having parents with accents, judged as too smart for a girl, even about being Jewish. My goal or resolution is to be happy with who I am. More confident. Become more relaxed, as a person.”

Suddenly I feel very exposed as I sense Jack’s eyes on me. I admitted my most personal insecurities. But when I turn toward him, his look is one of acceptance, affection. “I think you have every reason to be confident, Lena, because you’re an awesome person. I’m not just saying that. None of us have it all together. We’re all self-conscious; we just don’t show it. You don’t either. I appreciate your honesty, appreciate everyone’s honesty.

“So, I’m up. My resolution for the New Year, besides becoming a better journalist and trying to get into a college that can help me there, is to listen to people more closely. To be more attentive. To share more of myself with others. And mostly to act on my feelings.” At that, Jack looks straight at me, almost in a pleading way, and my pulse quickens. The room gets quiet.

Kerry fills the void. “I want to work in theater or film because I think, along with the media, Jack, you can move people and ideas through the arts. I’m going to focus on everything I can do to head in this direction, beginning with getting into a college known for its strong performing arts program.” I’m certain Kerry’s striking features and acting talent will take him places.

“I’m the only one left.” Adam’s voice is solemn and cuts the silence. “I relate to what Lena said. My parents are immigrants too. She knows their history is a very tragic one that I keep to myself. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. And I’m not.” Adam stops himself. “Not ashamed, that is. I do know what I’d like to resolve for the New Year. I want to find the humanity in sports writing. I love sports and writing about sports. But I want to work harder to humanize every athlete I write about. It’s not just about plays or strategies on a field or court. It’s the striving and the hope and the escape. Because I see sports as a place we can come together.”

After an hour of sharing resolutions we likely wouldn’t have without the help of several refills of frozen daiquiris (thank you, Greg), Abby and Rich go off together, and Kerry heads for the kitchen to talk to some of the Benson High kids he knows. Adam sticks to his resolution as he goes over to chat with Greg and the two other football players Greg came with.

That leaves Jack and me alone in the den.

And, as always, there’s an awkward silence. I know a lot of it is coming from my self-consciousness and insecurity, especially because I am so attracted to Jack. It hits me that he stayed with our group and then stayed here with me when the others dispersed. Still, I don’t know what to say right now. Jack seems equally tongue-tied. He gets up and walks to the record player, clearly looking for something specific. He emits a low cry as he pulls an LP out of its sleeve and places it on the turntable, setting the stylus to a specific place. He gestures for me to stand up and come over, puts his arms out as though he’s asking me to dance as the music plays—words about a misty morning, hearts a-thumping, and a brown-eyed girl.

I step forward, my eyes taking in Jack and this moment, wanting to memorize everything so I can replay it later.
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When I wake the next morning to a pounding head-
ache, the last thing I remember is gazing at Jack’s face while dancing to Van Morrison’s “Brown Eyed Girl.” And being jarred when someone began shouting the countdown to midnight. But just for an instant. I summon back the next memory: inhaling our shared breath as his lips pressed softly into mine, his arms closing around me.

All of this assumes the quality of a dream—something momentary and transient, an experience outside of my real life.

Images and musings will intrude on me over the coming weeks of this New Year. This new decade. While doing homework or sitting in class, suddenly the thought of Jack lifting my chin toward him fills my mind. I might be drafting my major environment piece for The Beacon—about the first comprehensive protection signed into law—and I am suddenly in a breathless daze. I’ll recall our hushed conversation about how we seem to connect in such a comfortable way, in a serious way. Like soulmates. I might be lying in bed when the image of Jack’s face appears, and a thrill runs through me.

Sylvia notices my preoccupied state that long weekend before she returns to school. “What gives with you, Lena? It’s as if we entered the New Year and you’re under some kind of spell. Got a new boyfriend?”

I can’t believe how well she reads me. I’m excited to share my new undefined situation with someone who has no contact with anyone from Waverley. I’m processing all that transpired with Jack, still pinching myself. I share it all with her and wait for her objective reaction.

“You’re clearly smitten. And it sounds like he made the first move, so he must be also.”

One issue remains a nagging worry. “Do you think Mom and Dad will throw a fit because he isn’t Jewish?”

“Lena, chill! You aren’t marrying the guy.”

School resumes that first Monday in January. Jack already called me over the weekend, checking in while we noted our mutual hangovers. His ardent overture that night at Rita’s took us to a new place, as Sylvia reassured me, and we were both tongue-tied on the phone. Still, that brief and uneasy conversation makes our first in-person encounter in Current History during first period less awkward than it could have been otherwise. There’s no time for small talk after we catch one another’s eye. Mr. Gordon, wearing his trademark tie and sweater, has already written “National Environmental Policy Act of 1969” on the blackboard.

So much is new and different as I look around. Mr. Gordon’s room features lots of flags and photos. He’s one of several Waverley teachers who feel compelled to show us kids there’s a big world out there. I’m grateful for that and for how he doesn’t overload us with homework but challenges us in other, more important ways. Forces us to wrestle with issues.

“The topic of the environment is timely. Congress passed this bill last month, and President Nixon gave us a New Year’s present by signing it on January 1.” Mr. Gordon circles the room, and I realize he never sits at his desk. “This semester, I’d like us to focus on specific current issues. And I want you all to show up with thoughts you can articulate. Let’s move the chairs and get in a circle.” I like where this class is going.

Mr. G. tells us that Time now comes out on Mondays, which explains why we didn’t get an issue on Friday. “I want you to share what environmental stories struck you from your readings during winter break. I’d like all of you to take turns leading our discussions.” He compliments Steven on his guest column in last month’s Beacon, titled “America the Polluted,” and asks him to lead today’s conversation.

Steven is prepared. He strides to the front of the class with an assured look on his face and, I imagine, a sense of deep satisfaction. The topic he had to fight for in student council four months ago is going to be our subject matter today and perhaps for the foreseeable future. “Hey, guys, I have high regard for Time because it began devoting a special section to the environment last August,” he begins. “Thanks to this class focusing on that magazine for content, I’ve followed those articles week after week.” I wonder if Steven is buttering up Mr. Gordon with that acknowledgment. “It’s opened my eyes to the polluting effects of everything from DDT pesticides and chemical fertilizers to noise pollution and its impact. And to all the exciting ideas from city planners to ecologists to make this world a more livable place.”

I remember Steven’s presentation to student council, along with Rich’s and Caroline’s, which gave me the idea for their guest columns. I was struck by Steven’s comment about rivers serving as convenient, free sewers for cities, with millions of gallons of waste flushed into them daily. “Heck, my family comes from Cleveland, and the lower Cuyahoga has no visible life, not even leeches or sludge worms,” he told us. He offered graphic details about how the oil-slicked river had become a fire hazard, bursting into flames and burning with such intensity that two railroad bridges spanning it were nearly destroyed. That certainly got my attention.

And Steven is getting our attention now, referencing the last two issues of Time. “There was interesting stuff, like how internal-combustion engines in our automobiles hugely contribute to air pollution, or how emissions from coal-burning power plants have stunted and misshapen trees. But what hit me was all the collisions of these enormous tankers, how they’re spilling oil into the ocean, killing marine life and seabirds. Or get this. I learned a new term; have you heard of eutrophication?”

Kerry is quick to answer. “I read that word. It stopped me, so I looked it up. Something about the process of phosphates, iron, carbon—stuff they call nutrients—dissolving in our lakes and rivers but killing the fish and making the water unusable for humans.”

Steven nods, leaning in slightly. “Yeah. It’s a natural process. But look here. We flush stuff like phosphates from all the detergents we use in our homes down the drain and all these ‘nutrients’”—Steven makes air quotes here—“are creating algae that decompose and use up all the oxygen.”

As I scan the faces of the classmates around me, they all wear a look of shock. Sandra asks what we can do as individuals and says what we are all thinking: “This is such a huge problem, and it feels like one without a solution.”

“Yes and no,” Mr. Gordon says. He points out that people can support their own communities’ efforts to scrub their rivers and build modern sewage-treatment plants, as an example. He highlights an effort in Cleveland where a bond issue to increase sewer tax rates passed by a vote of 2 to 1 and tells us the city is now building the best sewage system in the country. Steven reminds us of the landmark new legislation, with research guiding future policies and federal oversight to safeguard our natural world. I am, of course, taking copious notes because this discussion will find its way into my article for The Beacon. Something I’ll for sure talk to Jack about later today if I have the nerve to face him.

I’m relieved to find Jack surrounded by Beacon reporters when I slip into Journalism class, giving me breathing space before having to face him one-on-one, the first time since this seismic shift in our relationship. As I drop my satchel next to my desk, I can’t help but wonder whether our current connection is truly a recasting of our relationship before the New Year’s Eve party. Or if I misread what happened.

Now, I’m questioning it all. Playing it all back in my head.

When we were drunkenly expressing resolutions for ourselves, Jack clearly said he hoped to act more on his feelings. He looked directly at me when he said that. Was he just loose-tongued from the daiquiris? But there is no misinterpreting what happened after everyone left the den. Jack made the first move, and it felt very real. Sylvia said as much. I still had my wits about me despite the daiquiris. I believe he did also.

I just don’t know where we stand today, how we relate to each other today. Some line was crossed. And I suppose I’m about to find out as he walks toward me now.

I raise my head as he approaches. My heart quickens at the sight of him, and I meet his piercing gaze.

He stands close enough that our shoulders touch. “I wondered if you were avoiding me in Current History this morning. You left so quickly . . . I wanted to walk you to your next class.” Jack’s eyes search my face, and I drop my stolid mask, letting him see my raw emotions. I, too, need to trust and act on my inner feelings more often.

“I . . . I wasn’t sure what to, how to . . . to face you now. I want to understand us since . . . you know. After . . .” Overcome with emotion, I lose my ability to speak.

“I care about you, Lena. Not just as a friend or a reporter on this paper . . . I have for a while. And I hope you feel the same, and that we spend more time together outside of school. But here, our editorial relationship stays as it has been, steady and collaborative.” Jack takes my hand into his and squeezes it. He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “Let’s find time to go out this weekend.” Then, he moves away slightly, straightening up. “And now, let’s work on your article.”

Within the span of a week, Jack visited my house to supposedly work on The Beacon and met my family, he walked me to class enough days in a row to trigger a rumor around school about our relationship, and we had a real date of dinner and a movie, parent approved. You’d think the big news on everyone’s minds at school this Monday morning, other than Jack and me, would be the Kansas City Chiefs’ upset last night in Super Bowl IV over the NFL-champion Minnesota Vikings. It certainly created excitement at my house. The Sunday game was all Nathan and my dad talked about over Cheerios at breakfast. But the chatter around Waverley High today weighs in on a much more particular and private matter.

It begins when Greg shows up with a black eye. Since Greg’s not in any of my classes and I didn’t cover student council this morning, I first learn about his bruised face from various snippets of gossip I overhear in the halls between classes. And again at lunch in the cafeteria. By the time I get to Journalism, I have an outline of a major altercation that took place at Greg’s house, where Mike Jones and a half dozen guys on Waverley’s football team were watching the Super Bowl.

Before I even greet Jack, I take Adam aside since he knows all the team members and likely has insider info. “So, what’s up?”

“About what?”

“What everyone is buzzing about in the halls today. Come on, Adam, about Greg Moore. You must know the details. I hear there was a fight.”

Adam motions me out to the hallway as if we’re going to the drinking fountain. “I don’t want to spread gossip, but from what a few guys told me, it was a pretty ugly situation.”

“And . . . ?”

Adam’s voice is just above a whisper. “Greg’s estranged dad showed up. He wasn’t happy about the mixed group that greeted him at his former house. The guy apparently is a loon, and relations with Greg and Greg’s mom are pretty pitiful.” Adam stretches his neck and looks down the hall as a student comes out of a room two doors down. He stops talking until the guy takes a drink at the fountain and walks back toward his classroom.

“So, Greg’s dad goes berserk and refers to Mike and two others with the N-word.”

“No!” I don’t mean to shout, but it wasn’t what I expected.

“Yes. So Greg jumps up from the couch and gets in his dad’s face. Tells him he can’t say things like that and should leave if he doesn’t like what he sees.” Adam is watching my reaction. “It gets worse. The dad pops Greg, nearly knocking him out, while calling him a worthless parasite. Thus the black eye.”

I’m at a loss. I have never been around people like Greg’s dad. I can’t imagine he’d be any kinder to a Jewish person in his home. “Weren’t you shocked, Adam? I mean, Greg and Mike are such close friends.”

“Greg has chosen to make his own decisions about people. I give him a lot of credit for standing up to his father, a man who hasn’t been part of Greg’s life since he was in grade school.” Adam begins to walk back toward our classroom, and I follow alongside him. “And lucky for him that’s been the case. But Mrs. Moore’s struggled to support Greg and his little brother. She, like, has two jobs I think.”

I take that in slowly. I wonder how many others at Waverley live in hardship. None of my close friends are rich or anything, but most of our moms don’t have to work, let alone work two jobs.

Jack eyes us knowingly as we slink into the room. “Did you two solve the world’s problems?” Adam’s face is drawn. He’s understandably shaken by what went down. Jack squeezes his shoulder and leans over to say something I can’t make out. Adam nods and heads to the back of the room where two of his sports writers are sitting, probably awaiting assignments.

Left alone, Jack and I try to stay focused. We take simultaneous deep breaths, our attempt to pivot toward work on The Beacon. He reviews the main stories lined up for this issue. Alongside the national environmental news, there’s the Waverley basketball season underway and several club highlights. But there are gaps.

“We need to make sure the January issue is three-dimensional, giving readers food for thought,” Jack says. “Last month’s will be hard to follow.”

Derrick walks past us at that moment, and Jack calls him over. “Hey, Derrick, what do you have this month? Music, culture trends?”

“Given the scuttlebutt going around school today, my mind is on the upcoming release of a new Simon & Garfunkel piece. It’s a salve, man. Called ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water.’ Get this. I heard them perform it last November at Millett Assembly Hall at Miami University in Oxford. Gave me an excuse to check out the college in case I want to go there.” Derrick has a dreamy look on his face, and I can tell he’s pumped up. “The song is incredible. All about offering support and comfort to someone who’s going through difficult times. But it’s a song for the times, a metaphor of a bridge providing a stable path when things are dark and pain’s everywhere.”

“Boy, that’s the truth. I can’t believe you got to hear it performed live.” Jack is rubbing his chin, something I’ve seen him do when he’s considering an idea.

“They said it was one of the first times they performed it.”

“Can you write up everything you can find about the song and the duo? Look, Simon & Garfunkel are one of the best-selling music groups. There’s so much good stuff in their music—‘The Sound of Silence,’ ‘Mrs. Robinson,’ ‘Bookends.’ Capture it all, Derrick. This could be an anchor in the coming edition, timed to the release of ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water.’”

Jack begins pacing. “We have an environment article, a sports story, some local club updates, this great music piece I know Derrick will nail. We need one more trend piece.” He stops and, in his eyes, I can see the glimmer of a scheme forming.

That’s how I find myself at Cinema East the next Sunday afternoon with Jack and Derrick watching a movie called Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice. The new rating system just came out a little over a year ago, and at sixteen, I’m supposed to get parent permission to see it. Rule follower that I am, I pushed back when Jack came up with this idea about current trends, especially one tied to a film about open marriages, something far from my radar.

When he brought up this story, I told him I had little curiosity to pursue it. Derrick bought right in though. I persisted. “This is off-limits, Jack. An R rating says, ‘Under seventeen requires an accompanying parent or adult guardian.’ Maybe just you and Derrick should take this one.” Jack is seventeen, and Derrick looks it. And everyone knows they don’t check IDs anyway; at least that was my experience when I inadvertently saw Easy Rider last fall.

Jack pushed harder. “Come on, Lena, what are you so afraid of?”

I realized he was close to calling me a prude, in addition to this being our first disagreement. What am I afraid of? Getting caught by my parents? Lying to them? I was feeling anxious and decided to go on offense. “Look, this idea of marriage swapping is just so bizarre. How can this be a hot current cultural trend, or one that Waverley students would care about?”

Derrick jumped to Jack’s defense. “Girl, you need to be more in touch with today’s sexual revolution. Stuff like this is happenin’!”

“The film is a comedy, Lena. At the very least, we’ll enjoy a good laugh. I promise you won’t get in trouble.”

It was Jack’s comment that stuck with me. He was teasing me for being afraid of getting punished. That’s what pushed me to go along today. So I lie to my parents, telling them I’m going over to Abby’s. And I call Abby to tell her to cover for me. All this sneaking and lying just to see a ridiculous R-rated movie. The good news is that I have no reason to lie about Jack—my parents have totally accepted him as my boyfriend. How could they not help but like his charming personality?

We arrive in time to buy popcorn—Jack springs for three bags at twenty-five cents apiece, a pittance compared to the $1.50 for each ticket—and rapidly walk along the darkened aisle just as previews begin. He motions to Derrick and me to follow him to a row of empty seats near the front. He slides down into his seat and takes my hand in his, brushing his thumb over my knuckles. I hear the crunching of the popped corn and the rustling of bags in an otherwise-silent theater as the screen fills with opening credits for Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice.

I lean over to Jack and make sure to whisper before shoving a fist of popcorn in my mouth with my free hand. “I didn’t realize Natalie Wood and Elliott Gould were in this.” Sinking into my seat, I tell myself I’m there for a journalism assignment. But I’m also happy to sit here next to Jack, holding hands in a darkened movie theater. Ironically, the soundtrack playing is “What the World Needs Now Is Love.”

The story begins with one couple, Bob and Carol, spending a weekend at a strange Southern California gathering where couples attending are devoted to telling the truth and working through their hang-ups. Swept up in the moment, Bob confesses he’s had an extramarital affair. Carol thinks it’s wonderful that he’s honest enough to admit it. Bob and Carol are best friends with Ted and Alice, and the two couples gradually become convinced that mutual love and honesty depend on them trading partners. At this point, I peer at Jack and Derrick out of the corner of my eye. They seem more uncomfortable than I am. Most of the people in the audience are in their twenties or thirties, laughing at Bob and Carol’s exaggerated acceptance of each other’s affairs, humor that totally loses me.

As the film ends, I admit to Jack and Derrick that much of what I just saw went over my head. “There’s a reason it was R-rated.”

Derrick seems reluctant to say he agrees with me. “Look, it’s a satire meant to poke fun at the kind of trendy free-love thing that’s happening.”

“But isn’t this just about married couples having affairs and confessing them? And offering up open marriages as potentially liberating?” Jack is struggling to grasp at some meaning behind the plot.

“Guys, I think this experiment is a bust.” I am certain there is no way anything about this film should be written in The Beacon. “No student at Waverley would have any interest in a trend involving their parents’ generation. Or one about their parents’ potential adultery. I realize we want to cover cultural trends, but there has to be more relevant ones for us to address, you know?”

“You called it right on this one, Lena,” Jack says. “Strange film, but good popcorn and good company. We still need to fill a hole in this month’s edition.”

I may like to win arguments, but not with Jack. He’s mature enough to admit his judgment was off here, a rarity for him. Maybe he just wanted an excuse to go to the movies with me again.

“To Be Young, Gifted and Black: Lorraine Hansberry in Her Own Words is a collection of autobiographical writings by the playwright and author best known for A Raisin in the Sun. This was the first play written by a Black woman to be staged on Broadway. After Hansberry’s early death from cancer, her husband and literary executor, Robert Nemiroff, adapted her work into this book. So we continue our study of literature this semester with an extraordinary portrait of an individual and artist who celebrated the human spirit.”

I find myself holding my breath, a fervor suddenly occupying my heart and head. Miss Saunders’s third-period English is my favorite class after Current History. She’s always introducing us to literary themes that take us to worlds outside our own small orbit. Like Hansberry’s life. When the family moved into a white Chicago neighborhood, among the first Black people to do so, their neighbors struck at them with violence and legal action. Her family fought back all the way to the Supreme Court.

“The production of A Raisin in the Sun hurled Lorraine Hansberry to the forefront of the theater world as the truth of people’s lives were seen onstage.” Miss Saunders goes on to tell us the play received the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play of the Year in 1959, with Hansberry the youngest and only Black writer to win that honor. But the shock to me is learning that Hansberry’s promising career was cut short when she died of cancer five years ago. She was thirty-four.

It hits me then. The book just came out last year. What an incredible story it tells. A review of To Be Young, Gifted and Black could be the right feature for this next issue of The Beacon. Jack needs a cultural story to round out the upcoming issue, and this is it. I’ll talk to him before day’s end after I seek out Kerry, who has a strong foothold in theater history and who I plan to invite, as a guest expert, to share the review byline.

NOTEWORTHY BOOK
DEPICTS SHORT LIFE OF ACCLAIMED BLACK PLAYWRIGHT LORRAINE HANSBERRY

By Lena Rosen and Kerry Ross

Lorraine Hansberry is best known for her award-winning play, A Raisin in the Sun. By all accounts, she is an unsung hero, as can be gleaned from the recently released autobiographical book To Be Young, Gifted and Black: Lorraine Hansberry in Her Own Words, adapted after her death by her husband, Robert Nemiroff, from her unpublished writings, speeches, and journal entries.

The granddaughter of a slave, Lorraine Hansberry was born into an intellectually rich middle-class African American family. As a child, she lived in an all-white Chicago neighborhood until a flying concrete block came through the front window and almost killed her. For safety’s sake, her family moved, but Lorraine’s father would not be denied equal justice and the right to live anywhere they could afford.
The case Hansberry v. Lee went all the way to the US Supreme Court, and the Hansberrys won.

Lorraine inherited her father’s determination to fight for what was right and fair. She worked on the 1948 presidential campaign for Henry A. Wallace, the Progressive Party candidate, before she enrolled in an all-white college, the University of Wisconsin. She left college early and went to New York City, where she studied with W. E. B. Du Bois at the New School for Social Research and quickly began writing poems for radical journals and working with Paul Robeson’s black newspaper, Freedom. She was protesting on a picket line when she met her future husband, activist Robert Nemiroff. They married in 1953 and spent the night before their wedding protesting the execution of the Rosenbergs, who were convicted for conspiracy to commit espionage, specifically for transmitting classified national defense information to the Soviets.

In 1957, Hansberry wrote A Raisin in the Sun, her first play and the first play written by a black woman to be produced on Broadway. The title came from the poem “Harlem,” written by her friend Langston Hughes, which begins, “What happens to a dream deferred? / Does it dry up / like a raisin in the sun?” She based her storyline on a black family living in an all-white neighborhood in South Chicago, paralleling that dark time of racism she experienced in her own life. The play was a hit and won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award. Up to that time, black attendance at Broadway shows was minimal. The representation of black life onstage was very limited. But after the success of A Raisin in the Sun, black attendance increased dramatically, with shows attracting majority-black audiences, estimated around 75 percent or more in some cases, marking a turning point in diversity and representation in Broadway audiences. In 1961, the play was made into a movie starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee. Hansberry’s success opened many doors for future artists and writers because of her courage and determination to make freedom and equality for all a reality.

Lorraine Hansberry was involved with the civil rights movement and other political protests until her early death from pancreatic cancer at age thirty-four. Although she died at a very young age, she accomplished much in her short life.

She is a role model and hero to us all.



By the time the January issue comes out, Greg’s eye is barely swollen, a faint yellow bruise the only reminder. But I can’t help connecting the Hansberry story to the whole drama with Greg’s father and the racism that’s reverberating in the school and community. You’d think that by 1970 we would have made progress, moving beyond the hatred and bigotry Hansberry experienced in the ’30s, ’40s, and ’50s and, certainly, since the civil rights protests.

Why is there still so much hatred?






February 1970Aquarius


Rich stayed true to his New Year’s resolution and began planning a concert for peace. He said he wanted to do something about a war he’s now been protesting for as long as I’ve known him. He wanted to turn his rage into a positive force, to raise consciousness around Waverley and our community. And Abby, as promised, was fully on board. In fact, it was all those two talked about.

The concert was set for the last day of the month, a Saturday, and this wasn’t a leap year. Practice in Rich’s garage began in earnest, but, as I learned from Abby, the group’s efforts have always been intense. When they started, they were untrained and self-taught, and their passion and energy won over technical ability. The backstory is sweet. Rich had been playing drums all through childhood, but he began his skeletal band out of his garage the summer before ninth grade, with Kerry on electric guitar and Adam on his red-and-black Farfisa Compact. By high school, they added two fellows from Benson—a guy named Jerry on bass and Kevin, who played chords and strummed along on rhythm guitar. That left Kerry as lead guitar and singing all the solos. Inspired by the Beatles, the group—like all small garage bands, I imagine—had dreams of local notoriety, adoring female fans, and collecting some pocket change. The songs they played were simple and infectious with repetitive verses, like “Hanky Panky” by Tommy James & the Shondells or “Louie Louie” by the Kingsmen.

I should have been more attuned to all this music going on, but I had no idea about any of it. I didn’t even know Kerry played guitar. It explains how Adam was so comfortable playing piano at Rita’s New Year’s Eve party, as was Kerry singing a Beatles tribute to Abby. Heck, I lived within walking distance of Rich and could have gone to listen on any night they were practicing, like most of the neighbors on the block who gathered in the driveway as a sort of stand-in audience. Abby was among the fans, hanging out there for more than a year in her pursuit of Rich, but she didn’t bring me along then. The edgy, polyphonic tones of Adam’s organ followed by Rich’s drums at the opening of “Louie Louie” would get the onlookers shaking and swaying with the beat, flapping their hands, swinging their heads from side to side.

Like I am now. I’ve been joining Abby at every practice for the upcoming rally and can’t believe what I’ve been missing all these years.

Tonight, given it’s twenty degrees outside, the electric space heaters are turned on at full blast. The garage door is slightly open so the most dedicated fans can catch the musical riffs. Abby says the band plays songs with lots of verses and extended guitar solos since they only have about ten or twelve they can perform pretty decently.

“Okay, listen up,” Rich says. “The VFW gig is in three weeks.” He asks everyone to get the word out, even though Abby has COL airing promos and she’s putting up posters at Waverley and all the teen clubs. There’s a lot of talk about the playlist and the order for the concert. He wants to do a Bob Dylan opener, segue into a couple songs for peace, then get everyone going with all the standard tunes they do in their sleep, and close with songs having deeper messages.

Seeming restless to begin, Rich strikes his drums with the opening of “Wipe Out.” Kerry joins in with electric guitar before Rich takes it all the way with his incredible banging and pounding. I can feel the sound’s vibrations in my entire body. Abby and I are swinging with the rhythm as the full group joins the drum solo.

The surf-rock instrumental fades into the popular Tommy James garage band hit, “Hanky Panky.” Kerry crisply sings the repetitive verse while he plays the low-slung guitar riffs over the stomping beat from Kevin on rhythm. Jerry is steady on bass as Kerry continues the lyrics, the others providing vocal backup. He ends with an impressive guitar solo that the other band members cheer on before the final chorus.

“It’s all sounding groovy, but I think we were in two different keys at the start of ‘Wipe Out.’” Rich looks over to Kerry and Kevin. “And our opening piece for the concert needs work. Let’s do that one now. And one, two, three . . .”

Kerry belts out the first verse of “The Weight,” by Dylan’s backup, the Band—when the song narrator pulls into Nazareth, just needing a place to lay his head. Drums, guitar, and Adam on keyboard add melody and backup all the way into the chorus—about taking a load off, Fanny. Rich calls out some out-of-tune singing during the chorus, so the band plays the refrain again.

The space heaters begin whistling and popping. It isn’t lost on me that the temperature in the garage has dropped, given the sudden chill in the air. I grab my jacket off the floor just as Abby pulls on her thick wool sweater. Apparently, this isn’t an isolated occurrence. The band members begin to lug their instruments and all the performance gear—the speakers, mics, stands, mixers—through the breezeway and down to Rich’s basement. Fortunately, the night is young and it’s a weekend. I think about all the years Rich’s parents have had to tolerate a high noise level, first with Rich learning and playing drums and now with all these practices. I decide his parents are saints. I leave and head over to see Jack, who had to miss tonight’s jam session to babysit his little sister. I assume Abby will stay at Rich’s while the band plays late into the night.

Most of us high school students operate in slow motion in the mornings. My eyes are typically closed during homeroom, only alert if covering a student council meeting. The stimulating discussions in first-period Current History on Mondays always pull me out of my lethargy. But today, during choir, I find myself distracted—replaying last night in my mind. With his little sister, Sally, sleeping upstairs, Jack and I held each other close and made out on his living room couch. I need to stop thinking about how I felt when he pressed his body against mine or I’ll be blushing when I’m supposed to be singing “Try to Remember” from The Fantasticks. After lunch during American History, I begin paying closer attention to class discussion, with today’s topic of heroes who advanced racial justice.

“As we kick off Black History Week, it’s important to acknowledge when and how this annual recognition began. Who would like to offer that context?”

Derrick raises his hand, and Mrs. Hoover nods him on. “It was established sometime in the 1920s. Called Negro History Week back then and set for the second week of February to coincide with the birthdays of Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass.”

“Excellent, Derrick. It was scholar and historian Dr. Carter G. Woodson’s devotion to showcasing the contributions of Black Americans who he felt were overlooked, ignored, even suppressed by the writers of history textbooks and the teachers who use them.” Mrs. Hoover walks in front of her desk, closer to those of us seated in the first row.

She shares that Woodson overcame early obstacles to become a prominent historian and author of several notable books on Black Americans. That he was born to illiterate parents who were former slaves. His schooling was erratic due to his helping on the family farm when he was a young boy and working in the coal mines of West Virginia to supplement his father’s meager income as a teen. Hungry for education, he was largely self-taught and had mastered common school subjects by the age of seventeen, completing his high school diploma in less than two years.

What crosses my mind as I’m listening to Mrs. Hoover is the sit-in two months ago and the interviews I had afterward with both white and Black students who told me there are no Black clubs at Waverley, no Black history courses, and not enough Black teachers. I wonder if this week’s focus on racial justice and the way Mrs. Hoover has incorporated Black History Week into our classwork are attempts to counter the quiet inequality felt within our school community. I couldn’t help but notice a Black History Week sign in the school entrance hall when I walked in this morning.

Woodson’s background as a teacher and school principal, his bachelor’s degree in literature, and his master’s degree from the University of Chicago are all impressive. Mrs. Hoover says he was the second Black American, after W. E. B. Du Bois, to earn a PhD from Harvard and that he went on to teach at Howard University, eventually serving as dean of its College of Arts and Sciences. “Thanks to the Journal of Negro History that he founded in 1916, scholarly articles and book reviews on the African American experience from its earliest phases to the more recent past are being published and added to the rich history of this country,” she says.

When the class is dismissed and I head to Journalism, I think back to Miss Saunders’s focus on Lorraine Hansberry’s writings last month. It does feel like there’s been thoughtful attention given to student demands.

I pass a large poster advertising the February 28 concert for peace—Abby’s fine work on display—and another sign for Black History Week.

I don’t mean to imply that all things are running smoothly at Waverley, because if you keep your ear to the ground, as Jack has suggested, you can learn the real story. All week I felt rumblings. There was the tense exchange I overheard on Thursday when I showed up during first-period study hall for my office-helper assignment. The door to Assistant Principal Pearson’s office was shut, but the words of an angry parent were unmistakable: “I’m taking my Susan out of Waverley to a private school where she won’t be exposed to this . . . where mixed-race dating won’t be on daily display.” Then the grapevine whispers about a fight after Wednesday night’s away basketball game at an all-white school triggered by some racial slurs.

On Friday morning I notice one of the Black History Week signs is no longer where it was hanging. The minute I get to the Journalism room for my Beacon meetings, Jack pulls me aside, panic-stricken. I can see the tension gripping his body.

“Look, we need to be quiet about this, but I just found a note in my editorial ideas box that says a bomb’s been placed in a student locker.” He shoves the paper toward me.

Reading the words, my heart jumps. I watch Jack, his voice loud but calm, tell the student reporters inside to stay there until he and I return, that we have to take care of something important. Enough to get their attention but not to alarm. He and I walk out of the room, our pace quickening as we head to the administration offices.

From there, everything happens so fast. On the intercom, Principal Osborn announces there has been a threat that requires investigation and school is being dismissed. Students are ushered onto the front lawn. The police are alerted and arrive within minutes. Calls start going out from the office to parents, made by several faculty members using every available phone line. Accusations are flying—that there was a fake note so school could be called off, that Black students were responsible, that it was anti-war protesters trying to get our attention. Amid the chaos and confusion, Jack and I get approval to remain on school grounds and, supervised, in the school office to cover the unfolding story.

At first, we station ourselves under a large oak tree on the front lawn. I’m shivering because we couldn’t get our coats from our lockers. I look at Jack’s drawn face as he leans against the trunk. Dozens of neighbors begin gathering in front of the school, most standing on the sidewalk, a few walking up to us to ask what’s going on. A WBNS-TV news team pulls up while students are leaving, reporters shoving mics into their puzzled faces.

We need to get inside. I take Jack’s hand, and we step through the front door and slip into the school office. We hover in a corner, speaking softly. He asks, “How are you holding up?”

“I’m okay.” I offer a weak smile. “I can’t imagine how you felt when you opened that note.”

“I thought it was a hoax at first. But suddenly I realized maybe it wasn’t. And I was petrified.” Jack locks eyes with me, then rests his hand on the small of my back.

There’s a sudden burst of policemen entering the office. Muffled voices behind closed doors. “I wonder if there’s a way to decipher the handwriting of the note. We could ask the police that.” I feel powerless but also safe, somehow, my body against Jack’s, feeling his warmth.

And then, it’s all over. Within two hours, police have searched every locker. No bomb is found, and the scare is deemed a prank. I hear Mr. Osborn say under his breath, “Lucky we decided last year to have a master key that would open any locker.”

To me, it feels more than a coincidence that this is happening during Black History Week. At least one Black History Week sign has been mysteriously removed, and I’m mulling that over in my mind. This whole situation could have been racially incited.

On Valentine’s Day, after Jack spends half an hour chatting with my mom in the kitchen, he and I head for the nearby Town & Country Shopping Center. Filled with about seventy-five shops, the multiblock stretch runs a mile long and has something different going on all the time. During the summer, the open parking lots often hold large outdoor events like carnivals and amusement rides, and today, with the weather unseasonably warm, several food vendors and animal acts greet us. We have nothing else to do this Saturday, so we stroll along the storefronts to find whatever might pique our interest.

Little Professor Bookshop has a large window display, its big table filled with at least a hundred copies of Love Story, the block letters of the title in fire-engine red, bright blue, and kelly green. The sign says NEW RELEASE BY ERICH SEGAL and LOVE MEANS NEVER HAVING TO SAY YOU’RE SORRY. I pull Jack’s arm. “Let’s go in and browse.”

First thing, I pick up a copy and immediately flip to the back-cover accolades: “For someone who is in love, or was in love, or hopes to be in love.” “A poignant novel of nostalgia and romance.” “Not just a story—Love Story is an experience.” They have me hooked. I adore love stories, having recently finished The French Lieutenant’s Woman, which is about a love triangle.

Jack takes The Godfather off the bestseller shelf. “I want to read this book about the Mafia underworld. I hear it’s great.” He points to Kurt Vonnegut’s runaway success, Slaughterhouse-Five. “Rich would love this book. A real anti-war theme but about World War II and the bombing of Dresden.”

I pull out Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. “This is on the semester reading list for Miss Saunders’s English 11. Listen to what it says on the inside flap: ‘It’s a coming-of-age story about how strength of character and a love of literature can help overcome racism and trauma.’” It hits me that here is another book we’re assigned in school that focuses on the Black experience.

I turn to Jack. “You know, all this stuff that’s been going on at Waverley? I feel like the administration is trying. Since the sit-in, we’re recognizing Black History Week and studying relevant literature and history in our classes. And actually, even before that demonstration, Mr. Philips chose To Kill a Mockingbird.”

“Yeah, but the anger comes from a deep-seated place, Lena. There’s been too much discrimination for so long. It’s in our community—look at Greg’s dad. And you should understand better than anyone.” Jack pauses a beat, his eyes watchful. “I mean, being Jewish and everything.”

“A few moves in the right direction don’t erase years of ingrained hatred. I get that. But I think that bomb threat came from white students who don’t like the attention now being paid to Black issues and stories.”

“Interesting you say that. I was thinking the same thing.”

Jack and I leave the store in silence, get in his car, and drive down Broad Street to the BBF, a place that always makes us feel carefree and innocent.

During the last two weeks of February, the hallways had their fill of bomb-scare speculations and insinuations, Waverley hosted a basketball game, more news of Vietnam protests circulated after the Chicago Seven—previously the Chicago Eight, but the judge declared a mistrial for Black Panther Party cofounder Bobby Seale—were found not guilty, and American Bandstand introduced a new act: the Jackson 5, the band Derrick primed us for in December when little Michael had his debut on Ed Sullivan.

Tonight, it’s a total scene at the local VFW. Abby’s publicity produced quite a crowd—several hundred, and not just Waverley students. Looking around, I also happily notice the turnout is racially mixed. A shared desire for peace, perhaps.

The band is tuning up on a makeshift stage, and the discordant notes from the various instruments combine with the chatter into a shrill backdrop. I assume the acoustics can’t be worse than in Rich’s garage as I take in the tar-stained drop ceiling and scan around the contained rectangular hall. I figure the sound will be loud because it can’t go anywhere. Budweiser and VFW signs cover the off-white upper walls; there are slat plywood panels along the lower wall perimeter. Not a bad space for the community events regularly held here like food banks, bingo, and fundraisers. It’s not the Blue Dolphin Club or Valley Dale, but it’s fine for tonight.

Rich knocks out a drumroll. “All right, everyone, are you ready to hear some tunes?”

The many gathered shout out their reply: “Hell yes!”

“Good. Now let me introduce us—we’re the Halcyons, and I’m Rich Kohn on drums. We have Kerry Ross on lead guitar, Kevin Yost on rhythm, Jerry Franco on bass, and Adam Stein on keyboard! And we just might bring a few others up here for a song or two as the evening unfolds. We’re here to sing about peace and to have a good time.”

Under his breath, I hear Rich count, “One, two, three, hit it.” They lead with “The Weight,” followed by the Beatles favorite “Give Peace a Chance.” Kerry pours out the lyrics, the rest of the band backing him. The crowd begins clapping and joining in on the refrain, almost begging to give peace a chance. By the song’s end, that refrain keeps going on, the crowd chanting it over and over.

“Beautiful! All right!” I see beads of sweat on Rich’s forehead, and the faces of the other members are also glistening. “Some of you may know my favorite tune comes from Blood, Sweat & Tears. ‘Spinning Wheel’ is about embracing life’s ups and downs. It’s about us riding that carousel, this journey we’re on. So, let the spinning wheel of life spin, and to help this band do that song justice, I want to bring up two of our talented friends—Derrick Wright on trumpet and Jack Stone on sax!”

Jack playfully nudges me before he leaves my side, and he jumps onto the stage at the same time Derrick joins him from the other side of the VFW, Jack’s sax and Derrick’s trumpet waiting for them on the platform.

Derrick’s rhythmic horn introduces the song with a sense of urgency and blasts right into Kerry’s vocals, reminding us that what goes up must come down. Adam’s keyboard enters to anchor the sound along with Kerry’s words about the spinning wheel going round, followed by Rich’s drums and Jerry’s bass. The beats are strong, then weak, a push and pull that engages all of us listening, the intensity increasing. The pack of us are swaying and nodding as the instrumental melody led by Derrick, then Jack and Derrick, carries us along. I can’t help but be in awe of Jack’s talent on saxophone, my heart pumping wildly as if I am hearing him for the first time. It’s this crowd, with the full band, all the emotion. I feel it all.

“Now some Van Morrison to begin a string of songs you’re gonna love! Let’s get things moving,” Rich roars into the mic. Those familiar chords start the next piece in a repetitive strumming until Kerry begins the verse, his voice gravelly like Van Morrison’s to convey teenage lust, the drums and rhythm guitar steadying the lyrics that tell us about his baby. That she’s about five foot four and that her name is Gloria.

As the energy builds, we’re just waiting for him to finish the second verse, for him to spell out her name, before we shout the letters along with him. Rich’s drums and both guitars get a workout in the final moments, the ending chord seamlessly rolling into the single-string guitar riff and steady drumbeat that open the Rolling Stones’ “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.” Abby is standing next to me at this point, jabbing me with her elbow and shouting over the music to watch Rich on drums. With his unchanging beat of the snare and his occasional striking of the hi-hat cymbals, he puts on a real show. He even adds his bass and tambourine.

But I’m also watching and listening to Kerry, amazed at how he can modulate his voice, the lead solo in these songs so varied. Jack and I start dancing to Rich’s steady drumbeat, not noticing when the tempo slows because we’re suddenly whirling to “Wild Thing.” Jack looks at me straight on as he mouths the lyrics, in deadpan seriousness. I’m belly laughing, then I stop dancing and put my arms around him in a bear hug. The Doors’ “Light My Fire” is next up. We sit this one out to listen to the extended solo keyboard arrangement that Adam is killing.

Rich stands after his drumroll ends the song, the mic in his hand. “Now, I know you all are going to join us on this one, a piece by a young group from Coldwater, Ohio, the McCoys.” He sits down, immediately pounding his drums with the signature opening to “Hang on Sloopy.” The lyrics are perfect for Kerry’s tenor-range voice. All of us concertgoers join arms, row by row, as we hang on to each other.

There’s that last refrain to end the song, with Kerry singing, “Come on, Sloopy,” and all of us, with the rest of the band, crying, “Come on, come on!” We know all those words—that it feels so good, telling Sloopy to shake it, to hang on, then to hang on more. “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah,” we scream in unison.

Again, Rich’s drums and cymbals strike the last note before he stands and says, “This has been a time to dance, but it’s also a time to gather stones together.” I recall Rich’s words at their earlier practice, how he wanted to end the concert by getting people back into the mood of why we’re here tonight. “For this next song, Kerry will be joined on vocals by Ellen Marley. Even though we all know this next song best from the Byrds’ recording five years ago, we thought we’d play it for you the way the folk singers did. Please welcome Ellen to the stage.” I’m totally surprised by this announcement—I only know of Ellen as a reserve cheerleader—and, as I look at Jack and Abby, I can see their wide-eyed expressions as well. Clapping slowly builds as Ellen strides up to the stage and takes the mic Kerry hands her.

This time it’s Kerry who counts down and Ellen opens, her soprano pure and clear, introducing the chorus that will be repeated between four exquisite verses that tell us the seasons keep turning and that everything happens for a reason. Ellen sings each verse, carrying the messages, from a time to be born, to die, to plant, to reap, to kill, to heal, to laugh, to weep, to build up, and to break down, with Kerry joining in harmony for the choruses. Together they sing the words we know best: that there’s a time to love, a time to hate, and a time for peace. The crowd, arms joined, add their voices to the final chorus.

Kerry’s tenor rises above the applause, first the verse, then the refrain of the next song, “We Shall Overcome.” He prompts us to join with him for every verse. About walking hand in hand, living in peace, being free and not afraid. Tears fill my eyes as I hold tight to Jack and to Abby on my other side. I’m grateful to be among my dearest friends, grateful to Rich and his garage band for making this happen.

The finale song choice is genius. “Aquarius” brings all the players and singers together. Derrick returns on trumpet, Jack on sax, Ellen on vocals, and I suddenly notice Abby is now on the stage as well, her flute magically waiting for her. Ellen belts out “Aquarius,” prompting Abby’s gorgeous flute solo with Rich’s drums playing along, using his cymbals and tambourine, the sound of each instrument coalescing into our unified emotional experience, with lyrics that plea for harmony and understanding, peace and love at the dawning of the age of Aquarius. Ellen and Kerry and the entire band crescendo into what we are all feeling. We shout at the top of our lungs to let the sun shine.

As we sing along, we open our hearts and begin to feel the sun’s rays. We open ourselves up and let that sun shine inside us all.
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We needed that metaphor from Rich’s concert finale about letting the sun shine in, because the March skies in Ohio are always overcast. I’d rather not dwell on what feels dreary right now and focus instead on all the goodwill coming from that unforgettable night. I hope I’ll carry every bit of its love and harmony—and the intensity of our feelings—with me to the far-off days when high school might become the nostalgic stuff of reunions and memories.

Still, many students at Waverley persist in fixating on the bomb scare and who wrote the threatening note. Was it one person, or did the idea arise from a group? Was it a prank or a message meant to intimidate? Jack and I think the stunt must have come from white students brought up by parents like Greg’s dad who don’t like all the attention on civil rights and Black history. Suffice it to say, we feel unsettled now, less safe than before, and we wonder if the world outside is closer than we’d like to admit.

I’m standing in front of my locker at the end of the day on Friday, trying to figure out which notebooks to take home for the weekend, when I overhear Patrice talking to Steven. Since her locker is right around the corner, she can’t see me, and I can’t help but eavesdrop.

“Who d’you think wrote that note?” Patrice is speaking softly, so I move toward her voice to make out her words.

“Girl, I got no damn idea. No one with a brain, that’s fo’ sure.”

“You think it’s one of us, Steven? Maybe one of those guys from the sit-in? They were pretty angry.”

“Naw. I don’t think any brothers were part of that stunt. No way.”

The clang of a locker slamming shut startles me. The next instant I’m face-to-face with Patrice and Steven, caught in the act. I feel my face reddening, and I smile nervously.

“Sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation,” I say. “For what it’s worth, I’m with Steven.” At first, I look down as I try to mask my discomfort. Then I take a deep breath and plunge forward. “And I’m not alone. I can think of a few shameless white guys who could have easily pulled this off, wanting to make it seem like an extension of the earlier protest.”

Patrice raises her eyebrows. “You really mean that?”

“I think it’s the same jerks who removed at least one of the Black History Week signs. I think they just want to cause trouble.” I close my locker. “And I think there are a few ways for us to get to the bottom of this mess.”

This time Steven looks surprised, or at least curious. “Shoot, Lena.”

“Well, for one, we could actively solicit Heard in the Hall submissions to The Beacon, because there’s been a lot of buzz going on ever since the note was discovered.”

The two are nodding. Steven speaks first. “That could bring in some solid information if, in fact, the perps are running their mouths. Not sure what your paper does with the information. If it publishes any of it, even anonymous stuff, that will clearly stop any chatter. Still an interesting idea. What else?”

“You’re on student council, Steven. Why don’t you bring up this issue there and get a discussion going? The bomb threat scared every student in this school. I bet Kerry, Greg, Caroline, and Mike, as officers, would be more than happy to at least have council take a stand on this kind of threatening behavior. And see where that conversation goes.”

“You know, Lena, for a white girl, you’re pretty sharp.” Patrice flashes me a smile, exposing an endearing gap in her upper front teeth.

“I’ll take that as a compliment!”

Kerry sends every student council agenda to Jack, who then assigns me to cover most of the meetings. Which explains why I’ve covered at least a dozen meetings since the school year started. When Jack took me aside the following week to show me the item listed as “school threat follow-up,” I couldn’t help chuckling. “I bet Steven pushed for that item,” I told Jack then. And I proceeded to share with him my eavesdropping encounter with Steven and Patrice.

“You actually suggested we solicit student opinions in the school paper and that would produce answers about who planted the bomb threat?”

That was the first time Jack questioned my judgment, and I felt embarrassed and ashamed. I was clearly acting impetuously with Steven and Patrice, babbling the first idea that came to mind in my flustered state when they caught me eavesdropping. The bomb threat is a serious issue, and we need to deal with it responsibly. I told Jack as much at that point, apologizing for not being more thoughtful. “Not solicit opinions,” I added. “We could print the gossip that is circulating in Heard in the Hall—that’s what I meant. Maybe the feedback we gather will be helpful in getting to the bottom of all this.”

He liked that angle. He let me know I was back in his good graces, playfully nudging my shoulder. Inside I felt a growing distance I tried to shake off, giving him a half-hearted smile. That’s when he assigned me this morning’s council meeting for the follow-up item.

Council’s agenda begins with more petty concerns. The student body made enough noise to get administrative approval for an open-lunch policy and to abolish the dress code. Kerry asks Felicity to report on the new open-lunch policy. For several years, Waverley students have been allowed to leave campus to walk home for lunch, but many of us live too far. The updated policy council proposed lets juniors and seniors with driver’s licenses go anywhere we want as long as we’re back before the second bell after lunch. Felicity shares that the central office has agreed to support this. “But, given driving time, we’d have less than thirty minutes to eat. Figure we’re heading to the BBF or Burger King, but it’s progress.” A lot of head nodding and thumbs-up gestures among council members, obviously pleased with the policy adjustment.

In terms of a dress code, I’m not sure many students have been following any at all this year. At least, everything feels a lot looser. There are clearly more important things to fret about than how long a guy’s sideburns are or if a gal’s skirt hangs well above her knees. Caroline summarizes the current policy and the approved changes. “Our outdated dress code emphasizes neatness, simplicity, and moderation in style, whatever that means. A reason we were given had to do with tamping down competition and unnecessary clothing expenses.”

Rich waves his hand. “We all know the real motivation for the code is administrators worrying that outside visitors might be offended by students’ style choices.”

“Fortunately, there are younger administrators who realize styles change and we should be allowed to dress with the times.” Caroline looks up from her written notes and gives a small nod to Kerry as she concludes her report.

I find some of the administration’s wording to be pretty amusing: “Because youths have been widely accepted as a pace- and taste-setting force, it has become difficult for schools to enforce rules against what appear to be adolescent fads. For example, a principal who rules on the length of girls’ skirts risks being confronted with a fashion change that within months would be outdated.”

A “pace- and taste-setting force”? I mean, who writes this stuff?

“Let’s move to our final item. We should consider this an executive session, meaning we keep this conversation among ourselves for now.” Kerry looks at me.

Immediately the sounds of papers being shuffled and chairs scraping against the floor fill the room. We all know what is coming. I put down my pencil.

“Council member Steven Long has brought a sensitive, but important, item to our attention—the bomb threat and how council should address what was a frightening incident. We represent the entire student body, so it makes a lot of sense for us to consider ways we might respond. Our officers agree, as does Mrs. Hoover, that the topic is relevant for us to take up. Steven, will you begin our discussion of how we can be helpful?”

Steven stands at his seat. He’s gained lots of respect this year after his initial fight to get environmental issues on the council’s front burner. I recall his impressive presentation in Current History just two months ago, and I’m expecting a similar bravado performance. Instead, he glances over to me and says, “Well, Lena actually gave me the idea.”

I’m at a loss here, given my job is to take notes and report on the council’s meeting. As all eyes are on me, I quickly clarify my role. “I only suggested Steven get a discussion started in council. I’m not a member here, just reporting.”

Fortunately, Steven grasps my message after a brief speechless moment during which he fusses with his pencil. “We represent every homeroom in the school. I guess I’m wondering what we can do here, how we can calm all the students who sent us here, but also how we might help the administration get to the bottom of this, once and for all.” He pauses, waiting for some reaction.

Sophomore Ben Keller is the first to speak. “Look, we could report back to our homerooms that the administration is closing in on who’s to blame. That will make the perpetrator nervous.”

“What’s that going to do?” Rita rarely speaks up in council meetings. I’m all ears now. “Maybe we push the idea that if they confess, the consequences will be less severe.”

“That’s something the administration has to determine.” Greg Moore’s participation here also surprises me since he’s been quiet at meetings, especially since the awful incident with his father. “But I think the idea has merit.” He turns to our adviser. “Could punishment be modified if those responsible came forward? Could you address this with Mr. Osborn and Mrs. Pearson?”

Mrs. Hoover says she’s happy to talk to them. “You might also consider as a council making a statement in response to the incident, taking a stand against this kind of threatening behavior,” she suggests.

Kerry proposes council work to draft their exact message at the next meeting and await any confirmation administrators might offer around Ben’s and Rita’s ideas. “Remember to keep this session to yourselves for now.”

I tuck away the need to give Jack a preliminary internal summary of this meeting, one that ended with no clear plan of action.

I’m filing papers during my office-helper duty when an odd phone call comes in. Odd in the way Mr. Osborn’s executive assistant responds to it, her voice low, her lips pursed, her eyes darting toward his office. She puts the call on hold and almost staggers toward Mr. Osborn, who is sitting quietly at his desk. She shuts the door behind her with enough force that the sound reverberates. There’s muffled conversation I can’t make out, then Mr. Osborn appears with a note and asks me to immediately take it to Mr. Fuller because his presence in the office is urgently needed. I rush down the hall to the gym where phys ed class is in session.

By the time I return with Coach Fuller, an older woman stands next to Mr. Osborn, who introduces her to the coach as Mike Jones’s grandmother. She has a short salt-and-pepper Afro. Her eyes are glassy as if she’s been crying. They all step inside the principal’s office and close the door. This time I position myself to listen in, but I don’t want to appear too obvious. I stand in front of the inbox cubbies along the wall since one of my duties is to go through faculty messages and distribute them. I’m shocked when I hear the words “unexpected,” “a tragedy,” and “he was so young.” Then “Marvin Jones” and “fatal heart attack.” I have a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach as I put it all together. Coach Fuller, as the faculty member with the closest relationship to Mike, will be there for him as he receives this tragic news.

The rest of the day is a blur. Almost immediately, word of Mike’s loss spreads through school. The entire student body and administration rally around our beloved classmate, whose friendships span the football field, the classroom, and student council. Adam begins work on a personal piece for a special issue of The Beacon to capture the significant role Mike’s stepfather played in Mike’s and his brothers’ lives that will go beyond the story he wrote at the end of football season. Adam tells me he wants this article to reveal just how exceptional a dad Marvin Jones was to all three boys, how he encouraged them to be their best selves.

Adam already interviewed Coach Fuller and several football players and says he plans to talk to Greg and Caroline. Adam shares his preliminary notes with me. “Listen to what Coach Fuller said: ‘Mr. Jones was the stepfather, but he adopted those boys, and they became his own. He took care of them in every way.’” Teammates talked about how Mike was always there for them as their co-captain, just like his parents were always there for Mike and his brothers.

I think about how quickly one’s life can change. The image of Mike at our first football game comes to mind. How he grabbed the kickoff near the end zone, took off like a missile, and dodged one defender after another for ninety yards—that exhilaration we all felt. I recall our final game in late October, seeing Mike’s parents and brothers in the stands as they proudly watched Mike’s last high school football performance. I think about how important it is to hold tight to those we love.

The Jones family are longtime congregants at St. Paul African Methodist Episcopal on East Long Street. I’d rarely had reason to attend a church of any kind but never one like this. Derrick told Jack that St. Paul was the oldest congregation of African descendants in Columbus, spiritually serving generations of families. It turns out that many of Waverley’s Black students attend this church. Plans are for me to drive to the funeral service with Adam, Jack, and Kerry. Abby said she’s going with Rich, and we agreed whoever arrives first saves seats for the rest of us.

When Adam picks me up, Jack and Kerry are already in the car. I join Jack in the back seat, and we hold hands during the entire drive to the church. All four of us remain mostly silent, our mood solemn as we anticipate the sadness we’ll be sharing with Mike in just a few minutes. We heard their private family burial took place this morning.

I feel a warmth and deep sense of community as we enter the stone-and-brick church and walk into the sanctuary with its dark wood pews spread in a half circle surrounding the pulpit, the high ceiling projecting openness, a series of round arched windows drawing in the bright daylight. A soft instrumental hymn plays as we proceed down the aisle. I notice Steven and Patrice sitting near the back and nod to them. I see Abby and Rich ahead on the left side of the sanctuary and feel a sense of calm as Abby turns to face me. Jack, Adam, Kerry, and I quickly slide in next to her.

Moments later, a formal processional of the family begins: Mike enters the church with his mother and brothers, escorted by clergy. Mike’s mom turns her head toward some congregants, acknowledging them. In that smile and her gaze, I see unbearable pain but also immense love. I watch as her sons surround her, and I’m overcome by emotion. As they take their seats in the first row of pews, the choir begins with the soulful and comforting “Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” followed by “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Those in the congregation who know the words join in song, the message of mourning clear, as well as that of hope for eternal life, for freedom.

While part of me is experiencing this service, another part is taking it in as an observer, an outsider. Several congregants, probably close family friends or relatives, offer readings that come from both the Old and New Testaments, the themes emphasizing comfort, resurrection, and eternal life. A powerful solo gospel, “His Eye Is on the Sparrow,” fills the sanctuary. Jack whispers to me that this is a classic hymn of comfort at Christian churches. The pastor steps to the pulpit and looks out at all of us as he begins his eulogy. I slip my arm inside Jack’s and tighten my hold.

“My dear brothers and sisters. Today, we gather not just to mourn the loss of beloved husband and father Marvin Jones but to celebrate a life well lived, a soul of goodness, and a spirit who has now returned to our Lord. In times like these, it is easy to ask, ‘Why, Lord?’ But we know, as the Book of Isaiah teaches us, that God’s ways are higher than our ways, and his thoughts are higher than our thoughts. And from the Book of John, we trust in the promise of Jesus Christ, who said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.’

“So, while our hearts are heavy, we rejoice in knowing that Marvin Jones has found rest, eternal rest in the arms of our Savior. We must remember this is not goodbye; rather, it is a temporary parting, because Marvin has gone on a journey, one we all must take. In this church, we have walked through many valleys. As a people, we have endured much. But we are a people of faith, and we know the road to glory is often paved with suffering.”

“Praise the Lord!” one congregant shouts. “Amen!” call out several others. I notice a lot of interaction between the pastor and the congregation, where the congregation wholeheartedly affirms the pastor’s words with “Amen!” and “Hallelujah!” In the Jewish tradition, we also often offer “amen” following prayers or sermons, but we do so almost under our breath. At St. Paul, especially during the music, many are clapping and swaying, some even dancing in the aisles.

The pastor resumes. “We draw our strength from our ancestors, those who endured, persevered, and kept the faith through trials and tribulations. Marvin lived that kind of life—a life of strength through his beliefs, a life of service to our community, and a life of love of his dear wife, Margaret, and three sons. As we reflect on Marvin’s life, let us be reminded of the legacy he left behind.”

Cries of “Amen!” fill the church. The pastor pauses for a moment before continuing. “Marvin Jones was a beacon of hope, a source of love, and a witness to the goodness of God. A role model for us all in how he took in these boys and made them his own, gave of himself, and led them on a righteous path. Let us carry that legacy forward, showing the same love, kindness, and resilience in our own lives.

“The psalmist reminds us that ‘weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning.’ So, we weep today, but we do not weep as those who have no hope.”

While I fumble for a Kleenex in my purse, someone behind me cries, “Hallelujah!” The pastor takes a breath then resumes. “As we commit our dear Marvin’s soul to the loving care of our Lord, we will keep the faith. For one day, we too shall see the face of God, and what a reunion that will be! Until that day, we will live in the light of God’s amazing grace.

“God bless you all.”

The church choir now leads with a richly harmonized gospel piece, “It Is Well with My Soul.” I love all the singing. Even though what I am experiencing is foreign to me, I feel the passion, as the atmosphere moves between somber reflection and celebratory joy. Accompanied by a talented organist (Adam whispers to me that she is playing a Hammond), the choir renditions are stirring. I think about how art and music—really all creative work that ever existed—is somehow inside us. And that’s how songs like “Amazing Grace” speak to that something already within.

The pastor returns to the pulpit to offer a benediction. “My brothers and sisters, as we prepare to leave this place, let us remember though we grieve today, we do not grieve without hope. Our beloved Marvin Jones has entered his eternal rest in the arms of our Savior. This is not the end but the beginning of a new life in Christ. And as we go from here, may the peace of God, which passes all understanding, guard our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus now and forever. Amen.”

I see what a comfort this faith in the afterlife must be. In Judaism—at least for Reform Jews like my family—the belief is that life is for the living, and we need to focus on what people can and should do in this world. Certainly, Marvin Jones did so. And, to me, the afterlife is those memories we leave in the minds and hearts of the people we love. The solemnity portion of this service feels to me like Yom Kippur, the holiday when Jews atone for their sins, express regret and remorse, and seek forgiveness. It is our way of moving forward, just as this service is asking the congregation to go onward into the future.

Sitting here now, I’m filled with emotion I’m not sure I can even articulate. As Mike and his family leave the sanctuary, the congregation sings “I’ll Fly Away.”

Those closest to Mike—Adam, Kerry, and me—leave together for the more intimate gathering at Mike’s home after the service. Jack, Abby, and Rich decide to head home.

We could have walked from St. Paul. Mike’s house is on Bryden Road—like his church, a few miles west of our high school. His redbrick two-story Colonial is cozy, the entry hall made up of dark wood walls with patterned rugs on the hardwood floor. We slowly make our way inside, alongside the crowd of family and friends who we follow into the living room with its comfy couches in beige and sage covered with pillows and knitted throw blankets. A Baldwin upright stands prominently beneath the draped window. The pastor shared that Mrs. Jones plays piano and sings in the church chorus during services.

A buxom middle-aged woman with bright eyes approaches us, likely noting our three white faces as less typical visitors to the Jones home. “Welcome, I’m Estelle McCutcheon, Margaret’s . . . Mrs. Jones’s next-door neighbor and best friend. Earl and I had a standing card game with Marvin and Margaret.” Her eyes glisten. She pauses for a moment, gazing beyond us. “Please, help yourself to the food. It’s here for all our comfort, prepared by us—neighbors and church members.”

I spot a long buffet table against the far wall loaded with dishes: from fried chicken, collard greens, mac and cheese, and potato salad to cornbread and sweet potato pie. I also notice a lot of kissing and hugging, laughter and tears all around me and, after thanking Mrs. McCutcheon, motion Kerry and Adam to follow me to where Caroline and Greg are standing. I’m feeling slightly awkward, not knowing many of the adults around us. A woman next to Greg introduces herself before Greg has a chance to. Mrs. Moore has a kind, youthful look with short brown hair framing her pretty, if weary, face. I wonder how she ended up with a man like Greg’s father and admire her courage to lean into a very different direction, probably for the sake of her kids.

“Let’s pay our respects, always the hardest part.” Greg gestures for us to join the line that has formed behind the living room couches. It’s moving slowly as each person offers memories and comfort to the family. As I inch forward, I notice photographs on several side tables and peer closely at one of Marvin Jones, his head tilted and wearing a wide grin while side-sitting on a shiny red motorbike.

“Dad used to take each of us on the cycle for a spin.” I didn’t realize I was at the front of the line and am now facing Mike. “It’s a 1960 Moto Guzzi, an Italian line, super cool. Goes as high as seventy-five miles per hour.”

I know little of motorcycles. “I bet it was fun for all of you and nice to spend that time with your dad.”

Greg, who is standing next to me, joins the conversation. “It’s a lot like Harley-Davidson’s Electra Glide. But the Moto’s much sleeker.” I recognize we all need to make small talk to mask our difficulty in knowing the right thing to say.

Mike puts us at ease. “My dad always made sure we did our homework, did our chores around the house. And after he threw a football with us to keep us sharp, he would take us out for a ride. He wanted us to be educated, responsible, and good football players. And he wanted us to have fun.”

“What a terrific father you had, Mike. I’m so sorry for your loss and sorry I didn’t know him.” Both Greg and I give Mike a hug.

Mike introduces me to his mom and two brothers. Clive is eighteen months older than Mike, a freshman at Columbus Technical Institute, a two-year career college. Clive and Mike look like twins, except Mike is taller and broader. I’ve never met Leo before, a sophomore at Waverley and on the reserve football team. Kerry and Adam have moved up the line and are now next to me, offering their condolences. Adam apparently knows Leo from covering sports for the paper. Leo looks a lot like their mom, who has a round face and deep-set eyes. “Mrs. Jones, I cover sports for the school paper,” Adam tells her. “I’ve gotten to taste those brownies you always bake for the team.” Mike’s mom gives Adam such a wide grin that you can see small wrinkle lines around her eyes.

Once on the other side of the receiving line, Caroline introduces Adam, Kerry, Greg, and me to her parents, who have us repeat our names and ask how we know Caroline. “You’re Mike’s best friend, aren’t you?” they say to Greg, who nods in agreement. Kerry shares that a bunch of us are on student council together and that some of us write for the school paper.

“Mom, Dad—Kerry is student council president, Greg is vice president, Mike is treasurer. We spend a lot of time together. Lena helped me with that essay I wrote for The Beacon.” I recall Caroline sharing that her parents are active in the NAACP, and I ask about their involvement. They talk about the mission—ensuring political and educational equality, removing barriers of racial discrimination.

“The NAACP fights segregation, discrimination in housing, education, employment, voting, just about everything,” Caroline’s dad explains. I’m surprised to learn the organization is interracial and that much of its work is through the legislative process. He reminds me they spearheaded the passage of our major civil rights legislation: the Civil Rights Acts of ’57 and ’64, the Voting Rights Act of ’65, and the Fair Housing Act just two years ago.

Mr. and Mrs. Brown encourage us to enjoy the food. Adam nudges me toward the buffet. Caroline, Greg, and Kerry follow. We end up right behind Derrick, who introduces us to his parents. I go for the cornbread, mac and cheese, and sweet potato pie. We must be hungry, because we load most everything on our plates. Then the six of us head for the family room.

Mike wanders in as we get settled, snuggling next to Caroline. I can’t help but feel Jack’s absence, something I’ve dealt with more and more, since his role as senior class president involves lots of communication within his class and as a liaison with the faculty and administration. And now with the planning for the year-end senior prom and organizing several fundraisers the class is doing to support local charities . . . on top of his considerable duties at The Beacon. All this is to say he seems to have less leisure time and less time for me.

After a few moments of nervous chatter about the food and how nice everyone’s parents are, we forget the solemn occasion of the gathering and do what we do best: get along. And just chat about stuff. I ask Caroline about her brother who was in Vietnam.

“Thanks for asking, Lena. His one-year tour of duty just ended a few weeks ago. He was sent to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton as he transitioned from active duty before returning to Columbus.”

“Is he okay?”

Caroline pauses, an uneasy look on her face, as she seems to search for the right words to answer. “Yes and no. He’s in one piece, with no injuries, thank God. But he’s going to a VA health care facility for some counseling. Vietnam has been a horrific war, and those lucky to come back alive still have stuff to overcome.”

I nod, not knowing what to say except, “Glad he’s back home.”

Caroline gives my hand a squeeze, then addresses the group, now finishing most of their food and putting aside their plates.

“I don’t know about all of you, but I’m hooked on this TV series, The Mod Squad.” She easily slips into a topic that gets our attention. From her description, this show sounds like one I’d love. A trio of hippie cops with checkered pasts—one a street survivor and another a former hooker—are recruited to infiltrate the counterculture and nail adult criminals preying on clueless young Southern Californians.

“It makes my weekly favorite sound silly,” I say. “I’m obsessed with Here’s Lucy. You know, the sitcom starring Lucille Ball from I Love Lucy? I think I grew up with that show.” I am slightly embarrassed to admit I regularly spend time watching what is likely a show with little redeeming value. “Look, with all the craziness in the world, something lighthearted is a good thing.”

“I also watch the shows for the laughs. And Laugh-In is my go-to.” Kerry chuckles.

“Me too! I watch that show all the time.” Adam is grinning now. Like Kerry, he must be thinking of some episode or sketch. “My favorite is this shtick called ‘Laugh-In Looks at the News.’ Especially when Big Al provides a typically clueless sports report.”

Greg and Derrick jump in, both pointing out that Marcus Welby, M.D. is a great drama and has a lot of useful medical information.

As our conversation flows from one topic to another, it hits me that today’s experiences feel very different, unfamiliar. So much of my life has been insulated. Even the day-to-day nuances of attending an integrated school have a rhythm and predictability. My world seems bigger now, and suddenly I see the importance for me to confront the status quo. I think about the discussion we had last Monday in Current History. Mr. Gordon wanted to talk about the lengthy feature in Time about integration. He emphasized how unusual Waverley High is because we have voluntary busing to create a multiracial school community. He explained the history, set in 1954, when the US Supreme Court handed down its landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. In it, the court said that segregated schools were inherently unequal and therefore unconstitutional. But the article pointed out that the court didn’t order integration—didn’t rule for intentional commingling of the races in schools. Efforts around the country over the past sixteen years have been mixed, as extremists in both the Black and white communities have fought integration. Mr. Gordon called it a very tough moral and political dilemma. He said the efforts have divided the country instead of bringing us together.

Yet. Here we are. Black and white together in Mike’s home, at Mike’s church, and in our school, where many of us continue to find ways to understand one another and one another’s communities. A bit of hope, perhaps, and a ray of sunshine in the Ohio March sky.

It’s not perfect, but is anything?
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Marvin Jones’s death temporarily halted our inquiry into the bogus bomb threat. In the weeks that followed, our investigation grew in intensity. It was as though we would not be whole again unless we solved “the crime.” I kept thinking the stunt was a sort of illogical reactionary scare tactic by a white student threatened by the civil rights movement. But it wasn’t inconceivable that a Waverley student, or students, may have used the bomb threat to test authority and express their frustration. As I followed the news, I learned about lots of high schools and colleges across the country that were now sites of political expression and activism. They were responding to that larger world that was closing in on us. It was understandable that people like me were feeling scared and powerless.

Student council drafted a carefully worded statement condemning any kind of behavior that threatens the students of Waverley High. Mrs. Hoover followed up with Mr. Osborn and Mrs. Pearson. The three of them came up with their own statement we could quote in The Beacon. The administration was willing to consider extensive community service over expulsion if those planting the threatening note came forward and their intentions were nonviolent. Mr. Osborn made it clear they have sources, that they are gathering information. And they will no doubt find who is responsible. “It is in the perpetrator’s best interest to come forward before our effort uncovers the guilty party,” he said. “And we will keep this a private matter, so no one must suffer embarrassment or attack.”

Ironically, on April Fools’ Day, Kerry, Jack, and I were called into the principal’s office. We learned that our unabated communication, through student council member reports to their homerooms and coverage in The Beacon, had reached its desired effect. Mr. Osborn offered no names, assuring us that they were handling the case confidentially. But he shared, after an extensive interrogation following the confession, that the guilty party never intended the note to create such an uproar. It was supposed to be a piece of mischief, not to be taken seriously, motivated by bitterness and general discontent. The commotion that followed may have been more frightening to the student who planted the note than to anyone else, and the prankster was happy to have the option to anonymously confess for lesser punishment.

I now see that the heightened response, my own included, was reflective of the broader anxieties and fears we’re trying to suppress. And it has more to do with the war raging in a faraway land than racial tension. For the more politically active students as well as those attempting to cling to our high school routines, the widespread unrest around the Vietnam War is pervasive and unrelenting.

Last Monday’s Current History class focused on a lengthy Time report about a series of bombings the magazine called a “fearsome new brand of terrorism.” The episode that most shocked the nation took place early last month near my grandparents in Greenwich Village, just half a mile from the Stonewall incident last summer. I did vaguely recall that my mom had several phone calls with Oma and Papa around that same time, but I paid them little attention. I hadn’t even thought it odd when Mom fell back on her native Polish. She told me everything was okay (at that point, I maybe wondered what hadn’t been okay), she just needed to check in on them. The subject of their hushed conversations became clear that morning in Mr. Gordon’s class. News I had missed, with my mind on everything from world chaos to the status of Jack’s and my relationship.

Here’s what we learned: On a shaded block lined with trees and stately town houses, with backyard gardens and paneled libraries, three explosions destroyed an elegant brownstone on West Eleventh Street. The basement apparently had been used as a factory for jerry-built bombs. One bomb accidentally exploded, killing three people identified as members of the Weathermen faction of Students for a Democratic Society. Within the ruins, police found sixty sticks of dynamite. What was especially chilling in this Time article was the background of the bombers. They were bright, attractive children of moderately wealthy families, their parents being doctors or lawyers. In college, they became increasingly radicalized. One young man began working for civil rights and anti-war causes, but those who knew him said he felt the protests did no good and he took the view that “any means to an end was legitimate.” I went home that day and made it clear to my parents that I was very aware of what was going on in New York City and around the country. “What do you think I’ve been learning about in Current History all year?” I asked them.

I wanted to know more. I called my grandparents, who corroborated everything I’d already learned about the Greenwich Village explosion. I realize protests are happening on Ohio State University’s campus with increased frequency—Rich keeps Abby and me up-to-date on the OSU scene—but this violent incident went far beyond protests.

So, tonight, I decide to call Sylvia, partly to make sure she’s safe and also to see if she can shed greater light on what college students are thinking, although her college in northern Ohio surrounded by Amish and Mennonite farmlands seems the furthest thing from a hotbed of campus unrest. Sylvia used to joke that her school’s nickname was Apathy U because it had the reputation of conformity, of being moderate and restrained. And I know Syl is extremely apolitical, more interested in sororities and her girlfriends than in anti-war protests.

Regardless, I dial the number I have for Olson Hall. A high squeaky voice answers the dorm’s house phone. “Elaine Gordon speaking.”

“Um, hello. Is, ah, Sylvia Rosen there?”

“Hold on. I’ll see if she’s in her room.”

I hear Elaine scream Sylvia’s name, followed by: “Phone call!”

I can picture the receiver hanging by the phone cord above the floor, rocking back and forth, periodically thudding into the wall while I’m waiting. Someone yells out, “Play a new LP!” I hear a needle scratch vinyl, someone teeing up a record without great care. An electric guitar slowly repeats two notes followed by a quiet pulse-like drumbeat. The sounds of an acoustic guitar are familiar, as are the words: “There’s something happening here. But what it is ain’t exactly clear.” A Buffalo Springfield song I love.

The lyrics are interrupted by Sylvia’s voice. “Hello?”

“Hey, Syl, it’s me. How’s it going?”

“Gee, Lena. Is everything okay? You never call me.”

“I just . . . I’m just making sure—I mean, did you hear about that explosion in Greenwich Village right near Oma and Papa?”

“Yeah, I did. Everyone’s been talking about it here. I called Mom and Dad when it happened, and they said Oma and Papa were okay. But that was weeks ago. Why are you asking now?”

“Do you have a few minutes?” I’m trying to organize my thoughts, realizing that Sylvia and I haven’t talked since she was home over the winter holiday and, even then, we didn’t talk about what was going on with her, just me.

“Sure. What’s on your mind?”

“Well, I’m following all this stuff in the news, you know? Learning about it in my Current History class. All this violence at colleges and these radicals blowing up stuff, guys and girls who had just been normal teenagers.”

Sylvia doesn’t speak right away, and I wonder if we’ve lost the connection. “You still there, Syl?”

“I’m here. Do Mom and Dad know you’re calling me? They always make a big deal about the long-distance phone bills.”

“They don’t know, but I think they’ll be fine. Can’t I talk to my sister?”

“Of course. So, what do you want to know?” She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds, nor do I. “Look, Lena, there’s a lot of shit happening on campus, and it’s going on everywhere.” She pauses again. “Our conversation . . . it’s between us, right?”

“You can trust me, Syl.”

“Good. See, there’s a lot of students opposed to the war, but most of us are committed to peaceful protest. I’m angry about the war, but I’m no radical. Some people I know have been stirred up by these groups. I mean, these militant-like guys and gals are coming to campus promoting revolution. Members of SDS—Students for a Democratic Society. But it seemed worse freshman year.”

“Why? What happened then?”

“I think the presidential election that fall was the reason. This radical named Mark Rudd traveled across the country to campuses, encouraging students to take action against their own universities. Some students here followed his lead. They disrupted classes, carrying signs with slogans like ‘Elections Are Crap.’ I told Mom and Dad I was considering transferring to Ohio State after my first year but didn’t share much about why. In the end, I figured what happened here wasn’t isolated stuff.”

“From what I’ve been seeing on the news, it’s all over the place.”

“Well, the spring of my freshman year, this angry fanatic named Terry Robbins spent months on campus, urging our SDS chapter to get more confrontational. And he’s one of those Weathermen radicals who died in that New York City explosion.”

“Are you serious? How do you know?” I can’t believe how close the danger and violence are. I can feel my heart racing.

“Look, everyone has been agitated and sharing all kinds of stuff they find out. The Weathermen even held a rally last fall to protest ROTC’s presence on campus. But you don’t have to worry. Few attended, and their disrespectful behavior and profanity alienated many of our students. The students here voted against reinstating the SDS campus charter.”

“So things have calmed down?”

“Well, not exactly. See, no one became radicals because of these groups who eventually were banished from campus. But the country’s continued involvement in Vietnam is taking its toll here, and everywhere. There was a poll done at the university just this month. Students favored immediate US withdrawal from Vietnam by seven to one.”

“I guess that’s understandable. Likely sentiments by students everywhere.” I’m thinking about my classmates at Waverley. “It’ll be nice when you’re back home, Syl. Just two more months until school’s out. But let’s try to talk more.”

“Sure, Lena. So, how’s Jack?”

I told Sylvia that things with Jack seemed to be hanging in the balance, although it wasn’t like we were breaking up or anything. We both cared about one another, I said, and we considered our relationship exclusive. Ironically, Mom and Dad really like Jack and, if they have an issue with his not being Jewish, they aren’t sharing it with me. But for the first time I voiced out loud something that had been bothering me for weeks—that it feels like he and I have grown apart with so much else going on. “There’s a lot taking up the oxygen in the spaces we share,” I said. I went on to tell her about the bomb-threat incident and the recent death of a classmate’s father. “There’s an edginess in the air. You know, with the war, the protests, just overwhelming tension.” Sylvia listened and asked me questions, and she suggested I find a time when I’m alone with Jack to talk with him about what I’m feeling.

So I was glad when he invited me to share babysitting duties the next Friday night. He even expressed that it would be good to spend some time together. “Just you and me,” he said.

I’m now sitting alone in front of the TV in Jack’s living room. Jack is giving Sally her bedtime snack of milk and cookies before she heads to her room. While Sally finished her Tree of Life jigsaw—a whiz at puzzles for an eleven-year-old, I thought—we watched the evening news. It mostly focused on tomorrow’s launch of Apollo 13, the seventh crewed mission in the Apollo space program, and its planned moon landing. Cronkite gave a quick summary of the Academy Awards, with Midnight Cowboy receiving Best Picture, emphasizing it was the first X-rated film to win.

“Night, Sal,” I call out as Sally pads up the stairs.

“Night, Lena,” she says in the middle of a yawn.

I’m antsy for Jack to finish cleaning up in the kitchen, anxious to have time to talk before our favorite prime-time network show, The Name of the Game. It features three characters working at the fictional Howard Publications, a large magazine publishing company. I can’t get enough of this guy named Jeff Dillon. Tony Franciosa plays him with charisma and charm, along with a razor-sharp mind, an attention to detail, and a doggedly persistent investigative style, whether he’s covering medical fraud or racial tensions. You can actually learn about journalism from this show. Last week’s episode featured a young researcher who has wild romantic daydreams about the publisher, Glenn Howard, that confuse her sense of reality, hampering Howard in an investigation. I could identify with her.

Jack settles next to me on the couch after he turns down the volume on the TV. “We’re finally alone. I’ve missed you.” He gives me a soft kiss and holds me close, our hug lingering.

When we move apart, I look into his eyes. So much is going through my mind, I don’t know where to begin. “Me too. I’m glad we have this time together.” I avert my gaze, steeling myself to do what Sylvia suggested: Tell Jack what you feel. “I’ve wondered where we stand. Both of us have been caught up in this . . . this chaos. And the us part feels—to me—like it’s been set aside.”

His eyes flicker briefly, a spark of hurt perhaps, breaking through the steady composure he always maintains. “You really feel that way?” His voice is low, almost uncertain, yet there’s a glint of determination in his expression too. “I would never set you aside, Lena. But I tend to get all consumed with the situation of the moment, and there are several right now. You need to know how much you mean to me.” At that, he brings my face to his. His kiss is deeper, more fervent. We remain clinging tightly to one another, our hearts pounding in concert.

As we’re holding on to each other, I slowly begin to share all that Sylvia told me and, for the first time, express my fears out loud. “It seems like everything is horribly reckless and radical. Now when I watch the news about the protests, it feels too close.”

“I know. These anti-draft and anti-war protests are escalating. Guys are burning their draft cards.” Jack’s jaw tightens, and fear flashes in his eyes. “That first draft lottery
in December determined the fate of guys born between 1944 and 1950. They don’t call up my number until 1972. Hopefully, being in college will still qualify as a student deferment.”

The idea that Jack and all the seniors might get drafted wasn’t top of mind for me. And I wasn’t thinking about him being in college. “I haven’t even asked you about college. I just assumed you’d be going to Ohio State.” But why did I presume that? Jack’s New Year’s resolution, he said then, was to attend a college that would help him become a better journalist.

Jack’s eyebrows knit together. His whole expression darkens. “I’d planned to go there until recently. But with my grades likely getting me a merit scholarship, my parents said they’d support me if I work all summer and during college to contribute to the out-of-state tuition. They know how much I want to study journalism.” I’m trying not to show my distress as he continues. “I’ve applied to the three with the strongest J-schools: Columbia, Missouri, and Northwestern. I’m still waiting to hear from Columbia, but I got into Missouri and Northwestern last week. I was going to tell you tonight.”

I have a pit growing in my stomach. I’m not sure what I’ve been thinking lately. I guess I’ve been as caught up as Jack in the here and now around us. Regardless, he’s a senior and will be heading to college in the fall, along with Rich, Kerry, and others I’ll miss. College life will separate us no matter where he ends up. But he kept this from me. I want to ask why, but I don’t. He pulls me closer to him, and I feel safe in this moment, unsettled about everything that lies ahead.

Thankfully, the opening credits for The Name of the Game appear on the screen. Jack springs from the couch and turns up the volume, and the trumpet-heavy theme song fills the room as he heads into the kitchen to make us some popcorn.

Steven Long has the floor in student council. This morning’s meeting is devoting the full hour to our plans around the inaugural Earth Day on April 22. As usual, I’m covering the planning and the day itself for The Beacon. After the recent catastrophes, particularly last year’s Santa Barbara oil spill and the Cuyahoga River fire that Steven earlier discussed in detail with the council, it’s encouraging that a national day has finally been established to bring the issue of environmental responsibility to all of America.

“I have a small committee helping us secure donations from local businesses so we can produce buttons and flyers to build awareness.” He looks up from his notes. “I want to thank Felicity, Ben, and Adam for helping with this.” He shows a mock-up of a button with the words SAVE YOUR EARTH. YOU CAN’T GET OFF. The flyer’s message reads, HAVING REACHED THE MOON IN THE ’60S, LET’S REDISCOVER THE EARTH IN THE ’70S!

“I like these, Steven. Let’s have council take a vote on this part of the plan. And walk us through what you have lined up for the day itself.” Kerry hits his gavel and asks for a motion and a second in support of the promotions and their messages. Everyone says aye in unison.

Steven then outlines several activities at Waverley High and throughout Columbus. First, an all-school assembly after homeroom, cleared with school administration, will have a special guest visit by Mayor Jack Sensenbrenner. You can hear excited buzzing among this group in reaction.

“The mayor’s announced he’ll close a portion of High Street downtown, turning it over to marchers and speeches in support of the environmental cause. Booths will be set up on that street with information about issues like curbing air pollution, controlling population, and building cleaner cities.”

I notice everyone is nodding. It feels good to have something positive like this that all of us can support. While I’m taking notes, I’m thinking it would be nice to have a large photo of Steven, because the article I’m going to write will give him the credit he deserves for bringing environmental issues to our collective attention.

Steven continues to explain what else is planned. Science booths, under the direction of biology teacher Mr. Collins, will be set up in the gym. One booth will examine pollutants in the water supply, like lead in old pipes or paints, using kits to test for chemicals and heavy metals. Other kiosks will look at the effect of soil composition on optimum plant growth and at air quality by measuring pollutants.

Waverley students will be part of a large citywide cleanup effort as well, picking up cans and bottles in vacant lots, removing trash from our surrounding area, and loading it all into garbage trucks on loan for the day. Steven tells members to encourage the student body through their homeroom reports to volunteer for the cleanup initiative. “And tell them to ride their bicycles that day, just to get all of us thinking more about the ways that pollution happens in our everyday lives. This is a day for learning and expressing concern, not protesting.”

The entire nation participates in the first Earth Day. Full-page ads in all the newspapers salute all of us “earnest young people” who are seeking solutions to improve the natural world. Many businesses across the country, as the news outlets report, adopt the Earth Day message, pledge to donate money, or stage events in support of it. People turn out in community after community. Events are staged on hundreds of campuses and at thousands of high schools with speeches, marches, community cleanups, and even teach-ins. I could have used some instruction on how best to bend to pick up trash, given the lower back tightness I feel by the end of the day, but it doesn’t take away my sense of pride in being part of a movement. Our work has been proactive and united, thanks to Steven’s leadership.

Coverage focuses on human-interest stories: the Boston schoolchildren, Brooklyn high schoolers, and Cleveland State University students gathering all kinds of trash and carting it for proper disposal. In Washington, DC, students march on the Department of the Interior and gather on the Mall near the Washington Monument. Inevitably, some skilled speakers connect the environmental movement with the anti-war movement, blaming excessive Vietnam expenditures for the country’s inability to financially fix urban congestion and pollution.

We all wake up the next morning, after demonstrations and celebrations that lasted after nightfall in some places, to a country more aware of its challenges but not much closer to actual solutions. But it’s almost the end of a busy week. And Jack will be finding out about Columbia any day now. Despite the distraction from Earth Day, I continue to dwell on what this means for our relationship.

We knew there would be a television address soon because it was announced all day Thursday on radio, on TV, and in both daily newspapers. As we near nine o’clock, my family’s eyes are glued to the TV screen. Walter Cronkite tells us the president will address the nation in just a few moments. We’ve learned to turn to Cronkite to help interpret anything we need to know about this wretched war. After all, his nightly newscasts have helped shape public opinion about Vietnam right in our living rooms. He is the most trusted man in America today. His sign-off line, “And that’s the way it is,” says it all.

“And now, President Richard Nixon.”

Nixon begins:

Good evening, my fellow Americans:

Ten days ago, in my report to the nation on Vietnam, I announced a decision to withdraw an additional 150,000 Americans from Vietnam over the next year. I said then that I was making that decision despite our concern over increased enemy activity in Laos, in Cambodia, and in South Vietnam.

At that time, I warned that if I concluded that increased enemy activity in any of these areas endangered the lives of Americans remaining in Vietnam, I would not hesitate to take strong and effective measures to deal with that situation.

Despite that warning, North Vietnam has increased its military aggression in all these areas, and particularly in Cambodia.

After full consultation with the National Security Council, Ambassador Bunker, General Abrams, and my other advisers, I have concluded that the actions of the enemy in the last ten days clearly endanger the lives of Americans who are in Vietnam now and would constitute an unacceptable risk to those who will be there after withdrawal of another 150,000.

To protect our men who are in Vietnam and to guarantee the continued success of our withdrawal and Vietnamization programs, I have concluded that the time has come for action.

Tonight, I shall describe the actions of the enemy, the actions I have ordered to deal with that situation, and the reasons for my decision.

Cambodia, a small country of seven million people, has been a neutral nation since the Geneva agreement of 1954—an agreement, incidentally, which was signed by the government of North Vietnam.

Nixon goes on to insist this is not an invasion of Cambodia, that it is designed to attack the headquarters of the Viet Cong, who have been using Cambodian territory as a sanctuary. Even Nathan scowls, as the rest of us roll our eyes or shake our heads in disbelief. The president’s jaw is stiff as he speaks, and I can see a slight glistening on his forehead:

Once enemy forces are driven out of these sanctuaries and once their military supplies are destroyed, we will withdraw.

“What is Nixon talking about?” I feel my face reddening. “He’s saying he is taking this action not for the purpose of expanding the war into Cambodia, but as a means to end the war?”

Dad is not a Nixon fan. “Yeah. To win the just peace, to bring our boys home faster. That’s what he wants us to believe. But unfortunately, this announcement doesn’t sound like a retreat but a resurgence.”

I feel like all hell is about to break loose. How can anyone think of this decision as anything other than a widening of the conflict by a president who promised to end it?

Abby calls me right after the newscast.

“Hey, Lena, this too late to call?”

“Nah.”

“You see Nixon’s address to the nation?”

“Are you kidding? My family sat like statues during the whole pitiful speech. We’re flabbergasted.”

“Everyone is going nuts. Rich called me immediately and is out of control.” Abby is speaking fast, her voice shrill. “So many of our classmates are reacting to this. They want to do something. Like boycott school tomorrow to participate in a protest march. Lena, you know how Rich gets. And his friends are feeding off that. I don’t want him getting into trouble. Worst case, he could get expelled.”

I’m not surprised at the rage. I feel it. I bet anti-war protests and marches are about to escalate all over the country. Rich has wanted to create an event to mobilize against Vietnam since the fall. His concert rally of protest instead became a concert for peace. But now he’ll be at the front of the line of any protest that arises out of this. Even Steven thought we should walk out of classes last fall to show our disapproval of the war. That was before he began spending all his extra time focused on the environment.

“I bet he’ll have some administrators on his side,” I say. “Especially if he rallies a good portion of the student body. He needs to convince Osborn this is not an angry protest but a way to be selfless. You know, part of something bigger.”

Abby doesn’t say anything right away, but I hear her breathing and suspect she’s gnawing on her nails, caught up in her fear. “I want to join him on that march. Wouldn’t you, Lena?”

“Yeah, I might.” I do think it could be healing to participate. We want to feel we have a voice. “Now we just need to help Rich convey the right message to those in charge. And maybe some of the faculty will join us!”

I make a mental note to call Sylvia again—after tomorrow’s drama plays out.






May 1970Ohio


The first day of May, a warm and sunny Friday, turns out to be a perfect one to walk to school, a decision Abby and I made at the end of last night’s call. After a quick breakfast, I head to her house, and as I pass the budding peonies and purple lilacs, the battle being waged across the world almost seems like a dissipating dream. Before I have a chance to ring the bell, I hear Abby yelling goodbye to her mom. She skips out her front door, slamming it behind her.

Abby repeats her concern about Rich and what he might do this morning to set off a cascade of reactions, anticipating the worst. It occurs to me that Abby spends a great deal of time worrying about, and protecting, Rich. I think about how differently Jack and I interact. After our many talks over the past week, he is on my mind this morning.

“You know, Jack and I have been talking about his college plans. One thing I never considered is how guys see the escalating war in Cambodia.” Abby looks at me quizzically. “I mean, college may not be a deferment in the future. They’re worrying about being sent over there.”

“Gosh, I hadn’t thought about that, but it makes complete sense. Rich has always had this rage about the war but never talks about how it affects him personally. And given his lax attitude about college, he’s got to feel very threatened right now.” Abby frowns.

I slow my steps. “Has he talked much about what he wants to do in the fall?”

“He’s only applied to Ohio State, but his real interest is to find a new band. The Halcyons will break up after this year. Adam’s the only one who’ll be around, and he can’t devote much time to it. Rich wants a permanent group playing steady gigs around town. What about Jack?”

“It’s been a source of dread for me. He got into Northwestern and Missouri. He just found out he’s wait-listed at Columbia.”

Abby pauses, her eyes widening. “Hold on. I thought he was going to State. What changed?”

“That was the original plan, and it was what I assumed all along. But he’s looking at the best journalism programs in the country.” I share what Jack explained to me about his good grades and his parents’ decision to help with out-of-state tuition. I feel my eyes tearing up. “I think he’s going to head to Chicago . . . it’s great for him. But . . . I don’t know what happens to us.”

Abby stops and gives me a squeeze. “I had no idea this was going on. I feel like I haven’t been a good friend to you, Lena.”

“You’ve been the best, Abs. If there’s been any blame, it’s on me. I haven’t been real forthcoming.” I shake my head, wanting to allay this feeling of apprehension. “I don’t want to sound like I’m trying to hold Jack back, and I’ve said little of this to him. But I can’t see how we can stay close with him so far away. It’s like everything is changing at once.” I pull a Kleenex out of my pocket and dab my wet eyes.

“Yeah. Like everyone’s life is up in the air right now. It’s hard to know what to hold on to.”

The buzz in the halls is intense when Abby and I push open the heavy doors. Several students in the school lobby are shouting about the war: expressing their anger at Nixon, at the government, at being in school, as Rich’s voice booms out, “. . . in a moment of national crisis!”

A consensus builds among the same group who staged the sit-in. A ringleader commands that they walk out. Patrice puts her hands on her hips and stares them down. “And where do you all suggest we go?”

I pass Derrick and Ben and overhear Ben ask, “What can any of us really do?”

“We have no power and no voice,” Jeannette laments to no one in particular.

Mr. Osborn and Mrs. Pearson, accompanied by several teachers, begin to usher students out of the main entrance, sending us to the gym for an impromptu all-school assembly. Abby and I practically burst into the cavernous space, breaking free from the mob in the hall. The bleachers are filling quickly, students packed shoulder to shoulder, a cacophony of voices and shuffling feet. I stand on my tiptoes, craning my neck to see over the sea of heads, my eyes darting past rows of students in vigorous conversations. I spot Kerry, Adam, and Jack halfway up the home section and nudge Abby to follow me. She sees Rich sitting behind them and waves. I just want to be with my friends, with Jack. I climb the bleacher rows swiftly. I didn’t talk to Jack last night, and the emotional distance I feel is palpable. So much has transpired in the last twelve hours. Abby and I squeeze by several students along his row to a small opening.

My pulse quickens as I get closer. The way he’s raking a hand through his hair, I know he’s worried. Our eyes meet, and he gestures to the empty space beside him with a small, reassuring smile. I slide onto the bleacher next to him, holding my satchel close. His arm brushes mine, warm and solid, grounding me in the chaos. He leans in slightly, his voice low and steady.

“You okay?”

I nod. My fingers find his, and our hands intertwine.

I look away and scan the filled gymnasium. Students are restless, but I detect a range of reactions. Some students look angry, others more frightened; yet some sit with crossed arms and scowls as if indignant, perhaps questioning why they are here. Mr. Osborn is joined by Coach Fuller on the gym floor. Two maintenance workers carry over five chairs and a stand-up microphone. Miss Saunders and Mrs. Hoover join the administrators and take their seats.

Mr. Osborn approaches the microphone. “Good morning, students.”

Many continue talking over one another. Osborn tries again. “Students, can I have your attention?”

Coach Fuller gets out of his seat, walks up to the mic, and leans in to it, his voice reverberating as if he’s talking to his football team. “Come on, people. Show some respect here!”

Mr. Osborn nods to the coach as Fuller takes his seat. He begins again. “Good morning, everyone. This is a very difficult day. I know you’re upset. We hear you.” He stops for a moment, clearly wanting to let that statement sink in. “We called this assembly to acknowledge this very challenging time for our nation and the concerns many of you have voiced.”

I put on my reporter hat and quickly grab my pad and pencil out of my satchel. This is a news event for The Beacon. I look over at Jack and see that he’s been watching me, his notepad also in hand. He nods in affirmation.

“I suspect everyone listened to or heard about President Nixon’s address to the nation last evening and his announcement about sending troops to Cambodia. Our goal this morning is to provide you with a space to express your thoughts. And I want to remind you that Waverley High remains a place for learning and respect.” He turns toward the seated faculty, nodding at Mrs. Hoover.

She steps up to the microphone. I think she’s a good choice to address us this morning. Students trust Mrs. Hoover. She’s well-known, having taught American History to many of us, and she’s respected as student council adviser. “Students, I know the news of last night hit you hard. This expansion of the Vietnam War feels like a turning point, perhaps one in the wrong direction. We have prepared you to think critically and question decisions we’ve made in our past. This dialogue has helped us move forward. Today we have big questions. Questions about our government’s decisions, about the impact on the draft, about the future of our country. Remember, though, change comes not from turmoil but from informed action. If you want to make a difference, always educate yourselves, debate respectfully, and think critically.”

Amid a stream of chatter, Mrs. Hoover returns to her seat and Miss Saunders steps to the mic. “Some of you have older siblings who might be drafted. You have friends and boyfriends who fear being drafted. Some of you young men must share that concern. You’re not alone in feeling the weight of this moment. You worry you have no voice, but you do. You can write to officials and organize peaceful demonstrations. And, as an English teacher and Beacon adviser, it shouldn’t surprise you that I also suggest you journal your feelings. We all need to channel our anxieties into something constructive.”

Coach Fuller follows. “I tell my players what they do off the field is what matters. Miss Saunders suggested some things you can do. There has been pressure nationally to lower the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen. It’s around the corner for some of you—know that voting is something you can do that matters. Educate yourselves on how government policies are made; keep debates and discussions alive. These are things you will and should do for your whole lives.

“Okay, we’ve done a lot of talking. Now it’s your turn to let us know what’s on your mind, respectfully, of course.”

Rich raises his hand. Why am I not surprised? Abby pinches my arm. “What’s the point of protesting if the government doesn’t listen?” Rich asks.

Mrs. Hoover joins Coach Fuller at the mic. “Protests throughout history have driven change, from civil rights to labor rights. Not one protest, but many. There is power in numbers. Our collective voices can sway public opinion, pressure leaders, and result in new policies.”

Steven stands. “How would the administration feel about us participating in a peaceful protest? Word is there may be a march downtown this afternoon.”

The gym erupts in cross talk over Steven’s suggestion. Some say school should be closed today. I wonder how many are truly eager to participate and protest and how many just like the idea of getting out of classes. Mr. Osborn and the faculty temporarily lose control of the assembly until Coach Fuller’s sharp call for order settles the crowd. The disruptive chatter lets up, and student questions and comments begin again.

School doesn’t close. Some students, with their parents’ permission, are allowed to join a citywide protest march. Rich and Abby are among the group heading downtown. The rest of us return to our classes with an assembly-day schedule. I thought it best that I stay put in case anything else happens. Jack and I connect in Journalism, but it’s difficult to talk there. We make plans to go out tonight. I stay after school to finish work on The Beacon and draft a story from the notes I took at the school assembly.

As I walk home, I’m happy to be alone with my thoughts. I keep hearing Mr. Gordon’s comment early in the school year. How these events are happening in front of us, but they’ll become part of our country’s history for many years to come. And Miss Saunders emphasizing that we must get it right as budding journalists—how the news coverage of today’s events provides the first rough draft of that history. These ideas are tied together, and I want to bring them, somehow, into my junior speech, really an essay that could be delivered as a speech. Miss Saunders encouraged us to address something we’re passionate about, and this whole idea about the events of the day and how they become our future history is something that won’t stop running around in my head. If only I could just sit down and write it.

Instead, my mind wanders to Jack and my worries about our relationship—our future. I try to snap out of this kind of thinking. Dwelling on us drifting apart is just making me miserable. I tell myself that this attitude will mess things up. I need to enjoy the time I have with Jack and not fret over what’s next. Que será, será, as Mom would say.

Turning the knob of my front door, I hear Sylvia’s voice inside. She sounds anxious, unsteady. I didn’t know she had any plans to come home. I throw my satchel on the entry floor and burst into the kitchen, where Mom, Dad, and Syl are going at it. Sylvia’s hair straggles down her back, and she’s wearing bell-bottom jeans and a work shirt, not her typical buttoned-up look.

“What are you doing home?” I don’t mean to sound shrill.

“Wow, what a fine welcome. Don’t I even get a hello hug?”

I sheepishly reach out and give her a tight embrace. “I’m just surprised is all. How’d you get home?”

“Lesley Nolan, my dorm mate at Olson, gave me a ride. We left right after watching the anti-war rally held in the middle of campus. It was quite a scene. I called Mom ’cause I wanted to come home for the weekend.” Sylvia’s eyes are wide, her face flushed.

“I don’t want her going back to school with what’s going on there.” My mom looks frazzled. Dad is frowning, his arms crossed.

“It’s as safe as anywhere. I have midterm exams on Monday and another six weeks of this quarter left!” Sylvia gives our parents her obstinate pout. “It’s worse on Ohio State’s campus, from what my friends there told me. I heard the Columbus mayor had to declare a state of emergency and impose a curfew last night after a big clash between police and OSU students. Look, protest rallies have been going on since my freshman year. They’re happening everywhere.”

Hearing about the magnitude of unrest on campuses clearly hits my parents hard, since Sylvia has shared minimal details with them until now. And I guess they aren’t following current happenings like I am. Mom begins fussing over Syl, offering her food, while Dad asks for more details about the protests. Sylvia offers a watered-down version of what induced her to leave campus and only later gives me the full scoop.

Apparently, the rally attracted about five hundred students. The speakers were radical activists blasting Nixon’s Cambodia decision. One guy took a copy of the US Constitution torn from a textbook and buried it in a shallow hole he dug with a shovel at the base of the Victory Bell. “The bell is normally used to celebrate school victories in football,” Sylvia explains. He had a bullhorn, she tells me, and he yelled something about the Constitution being dead if the nation can launch a war without declaring it.

“A student tried to retrieve the copy from the hole, but this guy shoved him aside.” Sylvia says she got scared when a Vietnam veteran stood on the bell’s brick encasement holding up his army discharge papers. “After sharing his disgust with the behavior of this country, he burned his papers with a Zippo lighter.” Sylvia’s voice is trembling, and I can barely tear my gaze away from her haunted expression. Time seems to slow as she shares all the chilling details. “The crowd was yelling, ‘Burn, baby, burn!,’ and there was a bedsheet hung on a nearby tree with the scrawled words WHY IS THE ROTC BUILDING STILL STANDING?”

Her words hang heavy in the air. I can’t imagine going to school with this kind of unrelenting rage. To me, it looks like its own battlefield.

With Sylvia’s weekend visit home, sharing her frightening news, coupled with all the protests erupting nationwide, Mom and Dad are in a state of constant anxiety. All of us, including Nathan, are feeding off their mood. With Syl home, Jack and I decided to go out Saturday night. By then, I was happy to get out of the house for a few hours. As we drove off, Jack even commented about the tension bouncing off the walls when he came into the house to get me.

We head to TAT in Whitehall, an urban suburb east of us. You can’t miss the quaint white building with its pitched roof and, out front, the place’s name loudly posted on a pylon sign in the colors of the Italian flag: TAT RISTORANTE DI FAMIGLIA. Inside, photos of Catholic clergy plus Roman and Renaissance statuary mix it up with pictures of great-grandchildren, misty rococo Italian city scenes, striped wallpaper, frosted glass, and upholstered booths. The place has a vibe for sure.

Jack and I slide onto the purple leather seats of a corner booth, one of a half dozen with these tiny metal Crosley jukeboxes where you can select music that plays while you eat. I’m flipping the title cards when the waitress arrives to take our order. As much as I love TAT’s homemade pasta smothered in an amazing onion-and-oregano tomato sauce, I order a vanilla milkshake and agree to share a pepperoni pizza with Jack. I turn back to the page of songs. A new Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young title, “Carry On,” catches my eye. I select it and slide in a dime, and a red button on top lights up.

Jack squints to read my selection through the glass. “Heard it on their latest album. Cool.”

I turn down the volume knob. All the jukeboxes are connected to a big black box even though selections can be made at individual booths. I remember being in a diner like this when someone selected Elvis’s “Hound Dog” and turned up the sound, blasting it throughout the room. The patrons were livid.

A server places our milkshakes on the table. I stare into my drink as the main lyrics begin, setting the scene of one morning waking up and that important person is gone. That in this new day, each will have to go their own way and carry on. I can’t believe how those words hit me. My mind lingers on the literal meaning, like it often does, attaching it to my current angst about Jack going away, about the relationship petering out. And then the words gush out of the speaker asking if you’ll be here tomorrow, if you’ll bring me happiness or sorrow.

It could be me talking. Does Jack hear this? I look around the restaurant. It’s cozy, and we are contained in our private booth, our own little world as though we are the only ones here. I close my eyes and breathe. I tell myself I’ll figure this out. I must.

“You’re so quiet, Lena.” He leans forward and caresses my cheek. When the song finishes, he puts another dime into the slot. I sit back, taking in the Beatles lyrics from “Here, There and Everywhere.” A ballad about living in the here and now but also about desire and an admission that with her beside him, he’ll never need to worry.

I smile, in spite of myself. Jack reaches for my hand across the table. “Those lyrics come from here.” He touches his heart. We hold hands until the waitress arrives with our pizza.

I’m too emotional to respond. The food saves me. We eat in silence for a few minutes before I awkwardly bring up the elephant in the room. “I’ve been thinking about your leaving in the fall, all your great choices. Where do you think you’ll end up?”

Jack’s eyes are downcast as he begins to answer. “My first choice is Columbia, but if the wait list doesn’t open up, it will be Northwestern. It’s a direct flight, just over six hours to drive. And their journalism program is among the best.” He locks eyes with me and says, “I feel it’ll give me a lot of opportunities, but the decision has been difficult because of you.” He breaks out in a self-conscious but genuine smile, his eyes softening. “I will miss you, Lena.”

“I’ve been trying not to dwell on your leaving, but it’s been pretty much all I can think about, other than this damn war.” I pull a pepperoni off my pizza slice and pop it in my mouth. I fumble with my napkin. “It’ll be lonely with you gone. But I’m proud of you. You deserve this.”

Jack doesn’t respond right away. He pushes away his plate, then looks at me intently. “I’d like us to stay together . . . if you’re okay with it. We can talk on the phone, write letters. It’ll be different not seeing each other every day, but we can make it work.”

I hadn’t seen that coming. Hadn’t imagined a way for us to maintain our relationship. Yet, Jack had formed a plan. “You should have the freedom to enjoy college.” I leave the rest unspoken. The idea that I would tie him down.

“I’ll have the freedom to enjoy my courses and new friendships. You won’t be beside me, but if we remain connected, despite the distance, I know I’ll enjoy college.” He coyly smiles. “I doubt I could meet anyone who’ll be half as special as you are.”

I want to hug him right then and there, but we just keep looking at each other. He moves to my side of the booth, sitting right up against me. I put my head against his shoulder. We stay that way for a few minutes.

And then we begin to talk about the other elephant of the moment: the political landscape, what war means for kids our age. We talk a bit about Rich and his activism. About protests at Ohio State. I tell him about what Sylvia shared with my family. Our evening is tinged with an awareness of things changing, both nationally and in our relationship. There’s an enormity to what we can’t control, but it feels like we’re going to face this uncertain future together.

Saturday passed in a haze. After I returned from my date with Jack, tensions still simmered beneath all the side conversations between Mom and Dad and when they were confronting Sylvia. Dad urged Sylvia to focus on classes and her exams and to stay away from the protests when she returned to school. Mom was quieter, agreeing with Dad but sometimes mentioning some of the upheaval she had to live through in Poland as a teenager. “When you’re young, you don’t realize the magnitude of the situation you’re in,” she said. “War is war. It’s chaos.”

Late that evening, around ten, as Sylvia and I finish watching That Girl, the phone rings. I’m the closest and answer it on the first ring. A girl identifies herself by name, says she’s a friend of Sylvia’s at school. She sounds frantic. I hand the phone to Syl, my eyes wide. Syl grabs the receiver, and after a few seconds of listening, she says, “Hold on, Lucy, I’m gonna take this in my room.” In her perkiest voice, Sylvia announces to whomever is within earshot in the kitchen, “Lucy’s a sorority sister from New Orleans. We need to go over some notes for a midterm.” She then turns to me. “Hang this up when I get it in my room.”

I nod. But because Lucy’s voice was frantic and no one is paying attention to me at this moment, I decide I’m going to stay on the line. I hear steps, a door shutting, and then Sylvia’s voice: “Okay, Lena, hang it up.” I depress the hook switch button on the phone cradle for a second, so it makes a click. And I put my hand tightly over the mouthpiece so the two won’t hear me on the line.

“Hey, Lucy. What’s going on there?”

“Oh my god, Syl. It’s a horror show.” Lucy is nearly hyper-
ventilating.

“Okay, take some breaths. I’m right here.”

A few moments of silence pass before Lucy resumes. “Last night a bunch of students who’d been drinking went to bars on the strip and got more plastered. Somehow, the partiers mixed with protesters and the whole thing blew up into a bad scene. They lit a fire in a barrel, built bonfires on Water Street. Cars were blocked and started honking. It was madness!”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. The mayor and police chief jointly called a curfew and closed the bars, which pissed off the drinkers, who emptied into the streets rioting. They were breaking shop windows all along the main drag downtown.

“You’ve gotta be kidding. How could they destroy small businesses? Merchants aren’t responsible for the war.” Now Sylvia sounds exasperated. “This is crazy.” She took the words right out of my silent mouth.

“There’s way more. The police had to use tear gas to break up the crowd. And just this evening some students set fire to the ROTC building on campus!”

“They what?”

“They burned down the old wooden barracks.” Someone’s talking in the background. I hear Lucy’s muffled voice responding before she returns to her conversation with Sylvia.

“How do you know all this, Lucy?” Sylvia’s voice is panicked.

“Karen Segal and I were walking near the Victory Bell on the way to the movies. There were hundreds of students gathering there—the usual suspects. You know, the anti-war group, curious bystanders. Karen wanted to stay to see what was happening. So we did.”

The story Lucy tells Syl keeps building. I’m holding my breath just listening. She paints a picture of an angry ringleader instigating more students and a crowd growing in size and rage. Apparently, the mob moved from the commons, picking up more protesters as they looped around the dorms and spray-painted anti-war slogans anywhere they could—buildings, sidewalks.

“Karen and I followed them from a distance. By the time they got up Blanket Hill, Syl, there were more than a thousand people. They started chanting, ‘Get it!,’ ‘Burn it!,’ and ‘ROTC has to go!’ We knew something bad was going to happen. Then someone shouted, ‘They’ll only listen when they see the flames!’” Lucy said she and Karen watched from the top of Blanket Hill as people started hurling rocks and stones at the barracks.

“Didn’t anyone try to stop them?” Sylvia’s voice is high, almost offered as a plea.

“There were a few professors trying to dissuade the protesters, but they were threatened and spat at. Flares were thrown, windows smashed, and finally the barracks were in flames.”

All I hear now is Sylvia’s heavy breathing. Or maybe it’s my own.

“Kids were scattered around us on the hill, cheering the fire, watching it burn down. You could see the orange glow from the dorms, from Taylor Hall, from everywhere. Rifle ammunition stored in the building popped off and gray smoke started billowing out, and that’s when Karen and I left for Olson Hall. The news is now all over the radio.”

“I’m shocked. I don’t know what to say.” Sylvia’s voice shakes. “Are they calling off midterms? Are you safe being on campus, Lucy?”

“Ohio National Guardsmen have arrived on campus and are trying to restore order. They’re using bullhorns to threaten arrest if students remain outside.” Lucy says she heard news reports that the guard came from Akron, where they spent the last four days protecting nonunion truckers from the striking Teamsters. “I hope they can protect us.”

At this point, as quietly as I can, I hang up the phone receiver for real. I am scared for Sylvia. I wonder how she’s going to spin this for Mom and Dad, given there will be news reports. Our parents are now tuning in to the current uproar.

Very early Sunday morning, Dad and Sylvia head out. Dad insisted on driving Sylvia back to school although her friend Lesley offered her a ride. He said he wanted to set his eyes on campus to make sure it was safe. After Dad drops her off, Sylvia calls and reassures us that the mood on the commons, where all the trouble began, is relaxed, even tranquil. She says Dad liked seeing the clean-cut, short-haired guardsmen deployed on campus, but lots of her classmates view them as militaristic and part of the entire Vietnam debacle. “They feel like an occupation army has invaded our campus,” she says. “But after what happened Friday and Saturday nights, things are much calmer.”

Dad returns home before dinner with his own version of the campus atmosphere, sharing details with Mom, who peppers him with questions. He’s confident the Ohio National Guard will protect the students and describes the atmosphere as collegial. He portrays an almost carnival-like campus setting, with students playing Frisbee and touch football. He calms Mom down from her previous state of panic.

After dinner, he turns on NBC to watch the seven o’clock local news. An afternoon press conference Governor Rhodes held at Kent State is being featured. The governor acts like a take-charge leader who isn’t going to be pushed around by a bunch of long-haired hippies, as he calls them. The news clips show him red-faced, speaking in a loud and angry voice, and pounding his fists on the conference table—unsuitable for the situation, in my opinion. “We’ve seen here probably the most vicious form of campus-oriented violence yet perpetrated by dissident groups,” he says. “And we’re going to put a stop to this using every part of law enforcement in Ohio to drive them out.” Additional clips catch the governor in a tirade of invectives against the protesters, calling them a “Communist element” and “the worst type of people that we harbor in America.”

Rhodes’s behavior is anything but calming. My parents call Sylvia after the news ends. I get on the phone line this time. Nathan stands close by, trying to glean any new information. At fourteen, he’s unnerved by all the conversations he’s been privy to over the weekend. I know he’s just trying to ascertain how serious things are or if we’re overreacting. Sylvia keeps telling us all not to worry, that things have calmed down. “If there’s any trouble again,” Mom warns her, “stay in your dorm.”

After Mom and Dad hang up, I stay on the line with Sylvia. She says her classmates feel Rhodes has equated them with Nazis and the Ku Klux Klan, and he’s stirred things up. My brother looks at me strangely, and I cover the mouthpiece so Sylvia can’t hear me. “Look, Nathan, I’m trying to understand what’s going on there. Syl doesn’t share everything with Mom and Dad, if you haven’t noticed.”

He shrugs and begins to walk away, then stops and turns his head toward me. “If you find out anything more, let me know.”

I nod, realizing my little brother may be growing up, perhaps caring about something more than his chess games. I turn my full attention back to Sylvia, who gets way more talkative. “It was strange to come back to school and find hundreds of guardsmen occupying campus. Dad asked me if I wanted to stay. I said I’d be fine even though it looked like a war zone. I mean, armored cars, jeeps, machine guns, mini-tanks, and those soldiers are everywhere.”

“All that protection doesn’t make you feel safer?” The whole scene she described is, to me, surreal.

“After Dad left, I walked around campus, chatting with friends I saw, and I talked to the guardsmen. I took snapshots of them, Lena. And I got one of a helicopter hovering overhead.”

“No! Helicopters?”

“Do I feel more protected? I dunno. They’re clamping down hard on us now. The university printed thousands of leaflets announcing that all forms of outdoor demonstrations are banned—basically all rallies or protests. We’re on a strict curfew. If they see a kid outside, a bullhorn from the sky bellows, ‘Get back indoors, turn out the light. This is an order!’ The way it’s been handled has gotten a lot of students enraged. They’re acting out. Understandably. Nixon called all of us bums, and the governor insinuated we’re like Nazis. So there’s been a lot of baiting of the guardsmen. Even from my dorm room I can hear some protesters screaming, ‘Fucking pigs off campus!’ They’re throwing rocks at police and the guard. I can’t think that’s a good thing.”

I find it hard to say anything in response to what I’m hearing. But I have a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. Sylvia says she has to get off the phone to get some sleep. She has her spring-quarter midterms to take in the morning.

Early Monday, while Nathan and I are having breakfast, Sylvia calls. From Mom’s responses, I assume Sylvia is reassuring us again. Mom asks about her midterms and adds, “If you see any trouble, I mean any trouble, I don’t want you going to class or walking around campus.” After she hangs up, Mom turns to us with a surprised look as if she forgot we were there and now must fill us in. “Syl says classes are in session. Her first midterm is at nine, the next one at eleven.”

The phone rings fifteen minutes later while I’m alone in the kitchen stuffing my satchel with books. I answer this time.

“I’m glad it’s you,” Syl says. “I felt I needed to talk but didn’t want to worry Mom and Dad.”

“What’s wrong, Syl?” I keep my voice to a whisper.

“It looks like an army is stationed outside. Everyone is complaining, and a lot of students are still talking about meeting up on the commons even though rallies aren’t allowed. I know a lot of kids are curious and want to see what’s going on—I do too. But there’s a lot of rabble-rousers taunting the guardsmen. I’m scared to walk to class.”

I’m scared for her. “Syl, stick with your friends and keep your head down.”

When I get home from school Monday afternoon around four thirty, my mom is half talking, half crying into the phone. “I’ll call you back. Lena’s home.”

“Who was that? What’s happened?”

“Your father left nearly three hours ago to pick Sylvia up from school. It was right after she called in a terrible state. Kent State has closed for the remainder of this school year. There’s been a shooting. Sylvia is fine, thank God.”

“Who’s been shot? Did she give you any details?”

“She wasn’t in any shape to say much. Just telling Dad to hurry. Said she had to get out of there.”

I search for news reports on television but can’t find any. I turn on the radio, switching from channel to channel trying to hear any updates. I call Abby since Rich is plugged in with college kids. She calls me back to say he only heard what I know. “But get this, Lena. Rich says some students were killed.”

It hits me like a gut punch. Sylvia could have been shot. Could have died. I start shaking and call Jack. He soothes me, assuring me that Sylvia wasn’t injured. “She’s fine,” he keeps saying. “Think about that.” I get off the phone promising to call him when I learn more.

At around six thirty, Pickles’s frantic barking announces Dad and Sylvia’s arrival. Mom, Nate, and I run outside to help cart Sylvia’s belongings inside. I’ve never seen her like this. Her eyes are bloodshot. Her face is pale, stricken. I know not to ask questions. Dad looks grave. Mom puts her arms around Sylvia and holds her tight as Sylvia sobs, her body trembling uncontrollably. The two walk inside the house together.

After she showers and has some soup Mom made for her, Sylvia is calm enough to fill us in. We don’t interrupt, hanging on Syl’s every word.

Finishing her second exam shortly before noon, she decided to go to the rally to see what was happening because the clanging of the Victory Bell could be heard across campus. She ran into two friends who were standing at the edge of the commons holding their textbooks and watching. “We were all interested but didn’t want to be in the middle of it.” There were several thousand people standing around the perimeter of the commons, mostly there to gawk. A lot of students watched from their dorm windows or building roofs.

Other than the several hundred core demonstrators circling the Victory Bell screaming, the rally was initially peaceful. According to Sylvia, many were protesting the presence of the Ohio National Guard on campus. “We didn’t expect any
violence. But across the commons surrounding the burned-out ROTC building, you could see guardsmen carrying military rifles.”

A Kent State police officer used a bullhorn to order everyone to disperse, but it had little effect. An officer in a jeep, along with several guardsmen, drove across the commons to tell everyone the rally was banned and that they must get back to their dorms or classes. “Things escalated with students screaming for them to leave campus and throwing rocks at them, so the jeep retreated.” At this point, Sylvia decided to head back to Olson Hall with some friends to watch from the safe distance of her dorm window. The rest of what happened she learned later from those who stayed to take in the spectacle or who watched from nearby Taylor Hall.

We remain in a stupor, just listening.

When the students didn’t break up, a high-level National Guardsman was overheard ordering his men to load and lock their weapons. They started out from what was left of the ROTC building, marching across the commons, a troupe of press corps with photographers following them. Wearing masks, guardsmen fired tear gas canisters into the crowd around the Victory Bell, and they exploded like firecrackers as they fell, streaming trails of smoke.

Sylvia reaches for a glass of water and takes a sip. “Lots of students flew into a rage over this. They threw the cans from the ground back at the guardsmen. The scene got out of control.” There’s a flicker of fear in her eyes, mirroring my own growing sense of dread as she relays more details in a deadpan tone.

The protesters moved up Blanket Hill and down the other side of the hill onto a parking lot as well as an adjoining practice football field. Most of the guardsmen followed the students but soon found themselves trapped on the practice football field because it was surrounded by a six-foot-high fence on three sides. Irate students were yelling “Surround them!” “Get off our campus!” and “Stick the pigs!” while throwing rocks at guardsmen as the Guard attempted to march off the field. Several guardsmen were huddling together, and some knelt and pointed their guns, but no weapons were shot at that point. They began retracing their steps from the practice field back up Blanket Hill. As they reached the top of the hill, a couple dozen guardsmen turned suddenly and fired their rifles and pistols. Many fired into the air or the ground. But a few fired directly into the crowd.

Sylvia chokes up when she gets to this part, her breath coming in short, ragged bursts. Mom pulls out several Kleenex and rubs Syl’s back, trying to calm her down. She gulps down air using all her strength to cry out what is the most traumatic piece of her account. The girl she met during sorority rush who she lovingly described to us when she was home in December, the girl who was so welcoming to her, the girl named Sandy. She was one of the four students killed today.

That evening we sit solemn and silent, like at a vigil, watching the national news. Walter Cronkite’s coverage includes a report by correspondent Ike Pappas, who describes the National Guard firing indiscriminately under pressure from rock-throwing attacks, resulting in four deaths and nine others wounded. We learn that sixty-seven rounds were fired over a period of thirteen seconds into the crowd of unarmed college students, some protesting the war and others who were passing by, capturing the personal reality Sylvia described to us. It is Cronkite’s summation that takes our breath away: “One must wonder if this is the United States of America, the greatest free democracy in the world. Some might suggest this is a nation at war with itself.”

The days and weeks that follow are a blur. With the Kent State tragedy so close, my family tries to heal together. Sylvia begins her independent study at home to complete her quarter, connecting with individual professors and staying in touch with friends from Kent State. I spend a lot of after-school time with Abby and Jack. Abby, through Rich, tells me Ohio State closed its campus on May 6 for two weeks, given the protests there. The Kent killings draw one hundred thousand people to Washington, DC, by Saturday to demonstrate against the Vietnam War. The following Friday, May 15, another campus killing is in the news—Jackson State College in Mississippi. A group of student protesters there were confronted by city and state police. The police opened fire, killing two students and injuring twelve others.

At Waverley, the student council officers work with our guidance counselors to help bring calm to the school, unrest a steady undercurrent. By Monday, two weeks from the fatal day, my Current History class remains somber. Mr. Gordon tries to help us process, but we’re there to examine the news—yes, the news that will make history. Mr. Gordon holds up this week’s issue of Time. The cover shows a close-up of a female student shouting, while the banner across the left corner boldly and simply declares, “PROTEST!” Its message obvious about the waves of protest and dissent across campuses.

“I want to hear your reaction to this issue’s news.” Mr. Gordon’s tone is unusually somber. He holds a piece of chalk but doesn’t write anything on the blackboard.

I share my sister’s experience, the detail more personal than the extensive magazine title story, “Kent State: Martyrdom That Shook the Country.” I try to keep my voice from breaking when I disclose that one of the victims was Sylvia’s sorority sister. I point to the Time page that describes the four Kent State students and includes their photos. Mr. Gordon asks us to take a moment of silence for those who died in the shootings. The brief reflection allows us to move on.

Derrick draws our attention to the magazine’s Arts & Entertainment section featuring the Beatles’ just-released final studio album, their twelfth. Its title was taken from their single “Let It Be,” released in March. Derrick quotes from the article in describing the impact as “one of the most moving pop songs of this or any other year.” I can’t help but think of the song’s words in our present context, foreseeing a time when there will be an answer but only when the “brokenhearted people” in the world finally agree.

Within weeks, the nation would hear the cold refrain of “four dead in Ohio” alongside the fearless accusation against Nixon and the “tin soldiers” of the Ohio National Guard. No longer were people reading some abstract news report. You heard the lyrics of “Ohio”—asking us, what if we knew this person and found her dead on the ground?—and you connected those words to the photographs you saw of a mourning friend crouched over a victim’s body. Neil Young’s wrenching guitar solo expressed all the anger and grief of this moment.






June 1970Stand by Me


It feels like everyone is burning the flag or protesting for peace these days. And yet, I keep thinking that some of us are going on with our lives as we try to make sense of our world at Waverley High.

I can’t believe how quickly this school year has gone by. And how much we’ve experienced. I tried to pull it all together in the essay I turned in to Miss Saunders a few weeks ago. With the deadline nearing, I finally sat up in bed late one night and it all poured out. Right now, I’m reflecting on all of it and feeling extremely nostalgic. A few of us gathered in Rich’s garage yesterday, listening to the Halcyons play, maybe for the last time. After Kerry strummed the solo of “Stand by Me,” a mood fell over us. It reminded us of our friendships, maybe even of a love able to survive, no matter what trials and traumas befall it. I guess we were all thinking about the lyrics—how we won’t be afraid of all the darkness if we have a person who stands by us, maybe holding us tight. Jack was next to me. He squeezed my hand when Kerry sang those words, then wiped the tear from my cheek. I carried that tenderness with me when we got together later last night.

But the afternoon had a preciousness to it. Maybe it was because we knew things would never be like they are right at this moment, that we won’t be together again in this way. I couldn’t help thinking about a favorite Dylan song of mine, “The Times They Are a-Changin’,” as all of us at Waverley High get ready to move on—to the next grade or to graduate, maybe to college, or perhaps to war. I felt myself quiver when the words and the meaning suddenly clicked for me—the present will soon be past, change is inevitable, we can take action to move forward, but we need to live in the moment and find truth where it is, not where we wish it to be.

I’d been feeling especially bleak yesterday, thinking about the recent national Gallup poll. Apparently not everyone reacted to the campus killings like the protesters who view politics as a matter of life and death. It turns out that most Americans blame the students for their own deaths. How can that be?

I was ruminating about how people can view the same events in such different ways and was almost in a trance when Rich started up on his drums. At first, we didn’t know what he was playing. But Kerry joined on lead guitar, as did Jerry Franco on bass, and suddenly the shape of the sounds coalesced into “Here Comes the Sun.” As if on cue, the sun sneaked through a cloud, changing the day from grayness to light. Then I heard Kerry sing those reassuring words, “It’s all right.”

When the song ended, Abby shouted out, “‘Respect’! Play ‘Respect,’ Rich!” Jack happened to have his sax with him, so he joined Kerry, Kevin Yost on rhythm, and Adam on keyboard. What a salve music can be. Robin, Kerry’s sometime girlfriend, was with us, and she, Abby, and I belted out every single word—what anyone wanted, we for sure had it!

It’s the first of the month, a Monday, which means first period is Current History, our last of the school year.

“Today we’re not spending our final class together talking about the protests.” Mr. Gordon smiles and, as is his particular habit, strolls to the blackboard to introduce today’s discussion. He writes: “WOODSTOCK.” The documentary about last summer’s famous music festival opened in late March at seven theaters in the United States and Canada, not including Columbus, but it’s finally trickling to other cities like ours. I recall the discussion at our first class as we each gave our take on the summer’s big news events. Mr. Gordon was the one who brought up Woodstock.

Last week, with the film opening at Cinema East, he gave the class the assignment to see it and be prepared to discuss it today. A group of us met up for the matinee—we asked everyone but ended up with less than half the class: Abby and Rich, Jack and me, Adam, Kerry, Rita, Derrick, and Steven. Sandra’s mother wouldn’t let her see it. Some of the other kids, seniors who were just checking out at this point, weren’t interested. I don’t get their apathy because I couldn’t wait for this movie.

That afternoon was such a transporting experience. I didn’t know what to expect as I settled into my seat and inhaled the smell of popcorn, my own bag nestled between my knees. I turned toward Jack. He looked like I felt—
wide-eyed, nervous, excited. At that point, Woodstock was such an abstract idea for me, yet it was only seven months earlier when the world’s most famous music festival landed in a small town in Upstate New York.

Woodstock opened with a man who owned a local tavern speaking to the camera. He said he was there when the crowd arrived. They expected fifty thousand a day, and he estimated about a million came. He had the nicest comments about all who attended. “No one can complain about the kids.” He did admit food became scarce, and he joked he was eating cornflakes for two days. Nobody had ever seen anything like this, he said. This was too big for the world.

The site was documented in boundless detail, with Crosby, Stills & Nash’s “Long Time Gone” as the initial soundtrack. I was transfixed by the opening shots of expansive farmland, a lake buffered by trees, and hippies on horses. Nuns wearing habits gave peace signs to the camera. A Sunday school bus drove by, “Even God Loves America” written on its side. And a single motorcycle rode across the wide-open grassy field right up to the stage site. There were people arriving in beat-up buses, walking with knapsacks, a long line of cars backed up for what looked like miles. There were tents and tractors and little kids. I felt like I was right there with them.

Townspeople and artists were interviewed. The organizer, when asked by an ABC reporter, said it took nine months to put this concert together. The film chronicled their journey from its inception all the way through to the air-delivery of food and medical supplies by the National Guard.

I watched the construction of this little city, how they converted a six hundred–acre dairy field into an epic performance venue, from putting up wire fencing to building a huge stage. One person called it “the most outrageous spectacle anywhere.” To be able to listen to cuts of the amazing performances by the icons of rock . . . well, it’s still in my head.

After Jimi Hendrix’s closing performance and the concluding credits, the nine of us huddled outside the theater, speechless at first. I sensed we were all caught up in this experience, this fascinating moment in history we’d just witnessed. Abby and Rich kept going on about the performances. I remember Kerry saying something about how the film intertwined multiple points of view, that many were telling the Woodstock story. Derrick couldn’t believe the split-screen film effect. Steven excitedly recounted the opening act with Richie Havens. Rita loved the crowd scenes and the candid footage. Jack and Adam did too.

But for me, watching a film like this felt like time slowed down. Some flash of clarity—maybe awe, too—was part of it. I kept thinking about how this massive historic event was created and conveyed to all of us, putting us on the inside. Intimately.

Seeing Woodstock lingered in my mind for days. By the time we are in class to talk about it, I have lots I want to say. How amazing it must have been to record all that went on before and during that weekend. The way the story was told. I’m glad that Mr. Gordon wastes little time launching the class discussion.

“We began the year talking about this massive music event of last summer, and now we have a documentary, a visual record, showing us how masses were drawn to a six hundred–acre farm in Upstate New York, where the facilities could not remotely sustain or feed them, and where a thunderstorm soaked them, but where somehow they celebrated three days of peace and music. Let me ask you this: Do you think Woodstock would have been possible without Vietnam?”

Sandra raises her hand. “My parents didn’t want me to see the film, Mr. Gordon. So I can’t say anything about it. But I think the answer is no.”

Rich nearly interrupts her. “I mean, it was like a peace rally. It was all about the war, about how polarized we were and still are. All these thousands of anti-war folks had that in common. There was camaraderie around the music.”

Abby is nodding. “Like your concert for peace, Rich.” Mr. Gordon looks puzzled until Abby adds, “In February, when the Halcyons played at the VFW.”

“Right. I heard about that. More thoughts, students?”

I want to comment, but Derrick jumps in. “Yeah, it’s all about the war, man. The final performance by Jimi Hendrix nails it with his pyrotechnic version of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’” Derrick smiles as if he’s remembering that act. “He tortures his electric guitar to create the sound of bombs bursting in air, as if they were at that moment in Vietnam.”

“Yes, the music,” Mr. Gordon says. “What about the performances of all these famous bands?” Taking the weight off his feet, he plonks himself on his desk.

“We see the performances of its stars—Joan Baez, Country Joe and the Fish, Sly and the Family Stone, Arlo Guthrie, and the rest. But it’s all in the context of this massive event.” Kerry’s use of the word context strikes me. All those interviews. All the background brought us the full meaning of this incredible happening.

Adam chimes in. “The stars weren’t performing for the camera. Joan Baez puts down her guitar and sings ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,’ and nobody seemed concerned that her interlude would slow down the show.” As always, Adam points out an interesting detail.

“I guess seeing this documentary, well, it hit me.” Jack combs his hand through his hair, a familiar fidget. “It has a lot of music in it, truly intimate exchanges onstage, but it has all this offstage stuff in it like someone splashing in a pond or the elderly man in Bethel who said the last time they saw anything like this was at the Rose Bowl Parade. This film is about way more than three days of rock music. It’s like this huge mass of people who formed some kind of society of their own there.”

I see my opening. “Yeah, precisely. The film tells an all-
encompassing story of this bonded group of people—through music, meals, thunderstorms, drugs, and whatever. They shared a spirit of camaraderie, like Rich said.”

Mr. Gordon slides from his desk and stands in front of me. “A story. Yes. The filmmaker is showing us what’s there, reporting it, recording it. See how much more we have here than we did less than a year ago? Back in August, I could only share what my friend told me from a New York Times article.”

“There were all these unrehearsed moments in the movie,” Rita says. “Like the skinny-dipping, the lines for the potties.” Several react with laughter after her comment. A huge smile lights up her face.

“You know, when Jimi Hendrix played at the end, like Derrick described, you can see most of the masses have gone home.” Steven seems like he’s somewhere else for a moment before he continues. “Only a few forlorn wanderers are left, walking barefoot across the muddy fields. Trash crews are picking up the debris.”

“So, because of this documentary, this narrative of the Woodstock state of mind has been preserved, this Woodstock experience with its folklore, its own myth,” Mr. Gordon says as he begins to walk around the room. “We spent the year using a national magazine to bring us current events, but here in a documentary, we get the feel of a mass historical event. We see how hundreds of thousands formed the third largest city in New York State, and they ran it for a weekend with no violence, in a spirit of informal cooperation. The spirit survived although Woodstock was declared a ‘disaster area,’ a thunderstorm soaked everyone to the skin, and the food ran out. And what is most remarkable is that we can feel what it must have been like to be there.”

Exactly.

Much has happened in the past week, the highlight being my junior speech chosen as one of the top ten by Miss Saunders. The winning speech will be announced today. We’ve gathered in the auditorium for the end-of-year school assembly. All the teachers march down the aisle onto the stage, and I smile at mine as they pass: Mr. Collins, Mr. Gordon, Mrs. Hoover, Miss Saunders, Mr. Shockett. As Miss Squire walks by, I force an acknowledging nod. And I wave at Coach Fuller, even though I never had a class with him. I’m sitting with my homeroom, next to Rita, but I see my underclassmen buddies, situated by their homerooms, several rows ahead: Abby and Adam. Derrick and Jeannette. Patrice and Sandra. Ben and Mindy.

We love this annual tradition at Waverley, especially the career-expectation awards presented to seniors that the entire student body voted on. It turns out Jack wins the “Most Likely to Become a National Journalist” award. Kerry gets “Most Likely to Become a Successful Actor.” As expected, Mike is “Most Likely NFL Draft Pick.” Caroline grabs “Most Likely to Become a Lawyer.” Rich is tagged “Most Likely to Start a Top 100 Band,” while Felicity is chosen as “Most Likely to Join a Symphony Orchestra.” Steven is named “Most Likely to Work for an Environmental Agency.” Students select Robin as “Most Likely to Become a Doctor,” Greg is “Most Likely to Work in Business (After a Stellar College Football Career),” and my nemesis, Kay Daniels, is “Most Likely to Model.” All around apt predictions.

Also voted by the student body are next year’s class officers, and I’m excited to hear Derrick announced as the 1971 senior class president. He so deserves it. Rita is named vice president, and Ellen is secretary.

Next, Adam and I are named coeditors in chief of The Beacon. Adam is two rows in front of me, and he turns and mouths, “I’m still covering sports.” I give him a thumbs-up and laugh out loud. I’m fired up to pair with him in this expanded role at the paper.

Several key scholarships are shared with the student body. No surprise to me about Jack’s academic scholarship from Northwestern, although he’s still holding out for Columbia. Who knows when that decision will be made? Mike has a full scholarship to play football at Ohio State and Greg a full ride to play at Ohio University. And Kerry receives an academic scholarship to Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh for theater. Most seniors I know are headed to the most affordable choice for any of us—Ohio State.

Miss Saunders walks up to the podium to announce the top junior speech, which she holds in her hand. When she calls my name, I’m not sure how to react because I’ve never been in the spotlight. I’m suddenly nervous—now I have to give my speech in front of the entire school. I can’t believe the cheers I’m hearing and close my eyes for a second. When I open them, I take in all my classmates and teachers, such wide smiles and loud clapping. Jack is clapping the hardest.

I slowly walk up to the stage. I hear a few whoops and one “Go, Lena!” I think it was Derrick. Surely no one in that assembly detects the pounding of my heart. They might see me confidently striding to the podium and, when I speak my opening words, hear a slow, deliberate voice infiltrating the sudden quiet of the space. While I do feel the conviction of the words in my speech, I also feel vulnerable given all that I am about to share.

Miss Saunders gives me a hug and then speaks into the mic. “There has been a lot of acrimony this year—much of it out in the world, some here at Waverley High. But there’s been a lot of love, with all of you learning about yourselves and each other and what you’re capable of. This speech by Lena Rosen is an extraordinary portrait of our time together this year. Lena, the podium is now yours.”

I step up to the mic, gaze out at the crowd, and allow my emotions to wash over me.

“Thank you, Miss Saunders. Good morning, esteemed teachers and fellow classmates.” I look down at my speech, recalling my joy in writing it, in expressing all that is here. I raise my head, again taking in all those people and experiences that brought me to this moment. I am smiling. I take a deep breath and begin:

“When the school year began, I thought a lot about all of us at Waverley High, about who we are and what we want. Some may have thought we were just a bunch of clueless teenagers, but that’s not right, is it? Look what we’ve achieved when thrown together on a team, in a play, in a band, on a school newspaper, working on special projects. Interesting stuff happens.

“I also started to think about what Waverley High really means to us, even dissecting the name itself. A wave can be many things, but in our case, I believe it refers to the wave of the future. We ride into our future after having shared a most tumultuous year together, unlike any other. As the school year ends, I find myself reflecting not only on the lessons I’ve learned in the classroom but also on the lessons that life has thrust upon all of us. It has been a year of challenge and awakening, of heartbreak and hope.

“When we look back on this time, it will not simply be another year in our lives. It will be a chapter in history books. As Mr. Gordon told us in Current History on our first day of class as we recounted the events of last summer: ‘These events are happening in front of us, but they will be part of our country’s history for many years to come.’

“The Vietnam War rages on, casting its shadow over every young person’s future. The shootings at Kent State weeks ago brought that shadow terrifyingly close, reminding us that students like us are not protected from the turmoil of our times. At Waverley, I’ve seen debates about the war ignite in classrooms and hallways. Some of us have brothers fighting overseas. I’ll never forget the hush in the library when Caroline Brown shared with fellow student council members that her older brother was stationed in Vietnam. This war isn’t just about soldiers and policies. It’s about families, about us.

“While so many are marching in protest, we held a concert for peace in late February, thanks to Rich Kohn. He said he wanted to do something about a war he’s now been protesting for as long as I’ve known him. He wanted to turn his rage into a positive force, to raise consciousness around Waverley and our community. We all asked: What is worth fighting for? And what does peace really mean?

“The questions we asked this year didn’t stop at war. This year, we chose not to ignore our planet’s cries for help. Earth Day was celebrated for the first time in April, and for many of us, it was the first time we truly understood how fragile our planet is. Mr. Collins in Biology had already been telling us for months about pollution and species going extinct. So had Steven Long. Through our student council–sponsored effort on Earth Day, and through Steven’s leadership, I joined many of you to clean up the parks and vacant lots that day. It was messy work, but by the end of the afternoon, I looked around at the trash bags we’d filled and thought, Small things like this can matter if we all do it together. It was a way of saying we care about the future we’ll inherit.

“But the most profound lessons of this year didn’t come from books or even the news. They came from the people in this school. Waverley High is a microcosm of the world, a place where cultures and races and religions mix in ways the world outside still struggles to accept. This year, as the fight for civil rights continued across the country, I felt it take shape right here. I saw friendships deepen across the lines society says should divide us. I also observed moments of misunderstanding. It took a sit-in by some of our Black classmates last December to recognize the racism right here at Waverley High. Where are the Black clubs, Black history courses, and Black teachers? they asked. We were reminded how much work is left to be done, and thankfully, our faculty stepped up. In American History, Mrs. Hoover focused our attention on racial justice, especially during Black History Week. Miss Saunders assigned books like Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings in English 11, a coming-of-age story about how strength of character and a love of literature can help overcome racism and trauma. And we cannot forget Mr. Philips’s bold choice early in the school year to present a play about racial injustice and the immoral behavior of a society. All these efforts united us in understanding, in empathy.

“In these very halls, I’ve learned what belonging can mean. Waverley High has taught me we’re stronger together—not just when we agree but especially when we don’t. I’ve learned friendship is about listening, about seeing the world through someone else’s eyes, as we learned in the school’s production of To Kill a Mockingbird. If I can paraphrase what Atticus Finch tells Scout: ‘You never really understand a person until you climb in his skin and walk around in it.’

“As a reporter for The Beacon, I’ve spent the year trying to capture these moments and asking myself what our role in history will be. I recall that first Journalism class when Miss Saunders wrote on the board: ‘Journalism is the first rough draft of history.’ It’s strange to think that someday, long after we’ve graduated, people will look back on these times and wonder what it felt like to live through them. They’ll read about the protests, the pollution, the wars, the struggles for justice. But will they understand what it felt like? Isn’t that the media’s job—to bring truth to what will someday be history?

“I don’t have all the answers. None of us do. But what I know is that our school has given us more than facts and figures. It’s given us each other, a glimpse of the world—this crazy, complex world—and the tools to try to change it for the better.

“Someday, when we tell our children and grandchildren about this time, I hope we’ll be able to say we made a difference. That we took the lessons of this year—the struggle, the hope, the courage—and turned them into action. That we stood for peace, for the planet, for justice, and for each other.

“Thank you.”

At first, a collective silence fills the space, as though the air is holding its breath. The Waverley auditorium is quiet, my words echoing, hanging, commanding reflection. When the clapping begins, it feels like slow motion, until it builds to a crescendo and roars into thunderous applause.

There are always a lot of graduation parties, and given how close some of us juniors are with the seniors, we got invited to several. We close the night on Robin’s back patio, snuggling together in large rattan chairs long after dark, drinking hard and dreaming forward, mixing what we know about ourselves now with where our interests may take us. We laugh a lot about the career-expectation awards, but there could be some truth in those predictions.

“You know,” Jack murmurs. Everyone presses closer to hear him. “Lena and I decided to stick together after I leave in the fall. If I could just get off the wait list at Columbia and get a scholarship, I’d head to New York City.”

Our eyes meet, a quiet understanding passing between us, a familiar warmth of so many shared moments. Jack’s gaze softens as he takes me in, and I continue to fix my eyes on him in return. It’s a look filled with the comfort of our many late-night phone calls, of laughter we shared in the Journalism room, of hands finding each other beneath a table at dinner. Our gazes are not so fervent, but they’re steady. And real.

“And I’m hoping that happens. I could visit my grandparents when I go visit Jack.” I’ve been thinking about how he could thrive at Columbia, instead of in Chicago. And I’ve been considering where I might go, what I might study. Ever since seeing Woodstock, I’ve been obsessing over the idea of making documentaries. It’s a form of journalism, of telling stories, but doing so visually. I even looked into what schools have strong film programs, and, bingo, one of the best is New York University, right in Greenwich Village near Oma and Papa.

“We could all end up on the East Coast if we play our cards right.” Kerry snaps the bottle cap off another Budweiser. “I’d like to take my theater learnings from Carnegie Mellon to the Big Apple. Heck, it’s the heart of theater in this country.”

Robin puts down her drink. “I’m going to Case Western because of their premed program. Cleveland Clinic is right there, but who knows after that.” Neither Robin nor Kerry mentions long-distance dating. Maybe they’ll take it as it comes.

“I’m staying put. If I want to make it in music, I think I need to build on who I know here. Maybe I’ll do some announcing on one of the all-music stations while I’m in school.” Rich looks toward Abby, affection in his eyes. “And Abby and I want to stick together.”

“I’m applying to Ohio State next year so I can get an education degree. I want to teach.” Abby mentioned this to me during one of our many conversations about the future over the last few months. “And, of course, be with Rich.”

Jack turns to Adam, who came to the party with Ellen, the two having recently begun dating. “Where are you going to apply? You’re too good a sportswriter not to study journalism.”

“I’d like to go to Ohio University. They have the Scripps School of Journalism there. Derrick said he’s applying there too.” Adam catches my eye. “And I can write sports for the university paper. I’d be covering Greg’s antics on the field.”

I can’t help but marvel at these possibilities. “I can visualize each of your bylines down the road. You obviously on the sports pages of a prestigious paper, Adam. But Derrick could easily be a cultural critic. You know, covering music, film, theater. Maybe for The Village Voice, or for The New York Times, where I’ll bet Jack will be heading someday.” Jack’s gaze has its usual effect, the corners of his lips curving ever so slightly as our eyes meet.

“From your mouth, Lena . . . Hey, Adam. Once you leave Athens, you can cover Mike in the pros when you write for Sports Illustrated.” Jack is now smiling from ear to ear. “And guess where the magazine’s headquartered?”

I get up to stretch. The idea of many of us landing in New York City together is almost too wonderful to imagine. A breeze picks up, causing the leaves of the trees to flutter. The night is clear enough you can see the Big Dipper, its handle facing upward. I stand very still and hold my hand to my chest as I gaze up. Our future, in all its promise and risk, is as unknowable as the vast sky. But if I had to bet, I’d say things will turn out okay. Not perfect, not without some bumps, maybe with life pulling us in different directions, but I believe in all of us. We’ll be all right. We’ll ride the wave and find our way.






Music Featured in World News from Waverley High


August 25, 1969

“Hot Fun in the Summertime”

Sly and the Family Stone (July 21, 1969), just prior to the band’s high-profile performance at Woodstock, which greatly expanded their fan base.

August 1969

“Everyday People”

Sly and the Family Stone (November 1968), a plea for peace and equality between differing races and social groups.


	“Easy to Be Hard,” Three Dog Night (June 11, 1969), on their Suitable for Framing album, reaching number four on the Billboard Hot 100. It was an original song performed in the rock musical Hair, which opened on Broadway at the Biltmore Theatre on April 29, 1968.



September 1969

“Stand”

Sly and the Family Stone (May 1969).


	“Fortunate Son,” Creedence Clearwater Revival (released as a single in September 1969). It soon became an anti-war anthem and an expressive symbol of the counterculture’s opposition to US military involvement in the Vietnam War and solidarity with the soldiers fighting in it.

	“Blackbird,” the Beatles (July 1968). Paul McCartney wrote the song as a response to the civil rights struggle in the Southern states and dedicated it to people affected by discrimination.



October 1969

“Spinning Wheel”

Blood, Sweat & Tears (May 1969). This nine-man rock-jazz fusion band conveys the message that everything comes full circle.


	“Born to Be Wild,” Steppenwolf (May 1968), described as the first heavy-metal song. Title song of Easy Rider, released nationally July 14, 1969.

	“Oh, Pretty Woman,” Roy Orbison (1964).

	“This Magic Moment,” first recorded and released by Ben E. King and the Drifters in 1960, another version released by Jay and the Americans in 1968.

	“Midnight Confessions,” the Grass Roots (June 1968).

	“Revolution,” the Beatles (August 26, 1968). Their first explicit anti-Vietnam War protest song. Lennon believed in peaceful protest and shared the message that everything would be all right with the world again.



November 1969

“Give Peace a Chance”

Plastic Ono Band (July 1969 as a single), an anti-war song written by John Lennon while he was still a member of the Beatles.



	“Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him Goodbye,” Steam (November 1969).

	“Bring Them Home,” Pete Seeger. Seeger first released a live version of the song—written in 1965—on his 1969 album Young vs. Old. The song united and gathered Americans to protest fighting in the Vietnam War.

	“Màh-Nà-Mah-Nà,” Italian composer Piero Umiliani. It was used in numerous films but became well-known through performances by the Muppets. During its 1969–70 season, The Red Skelton Show used the Umiliani recording as background music for a recurring blackout sketch.



December 1969

“Blowin’ in the Wind”

Bob Dylan (1962 as a single). Included on his album The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan in 1963. It went on to become a landmark piece for the civil rights movement, posing a series of rhetorical questions about peace, war, and freedom.


	“I Want You Back,” the Jackson 5 (October 7, 1969). Their first national single, featuring eleven-year-old Michael singing the lead.

	“Let Me,” Paul Revere & the Raiders (April 1969). Written by lead singer Mark Lindsay, who wanted the band to go in the direction of hard rock.

	“Birthday,” the Beatles (November 1968). Released on The White Album, written and considered as an improvised riff.

	“Dance to the Music,” Sly and the Family Stone (1967). Put them on the map, as it introduced each of the band members.

	“The Sound of Silence,” Simon & Garfunkel (October 1964). Sung by Paul Simon. A song about the inability of people to communicate with each other. 

	“I Heard It Through the Grapevine,” Marvin Gaye. His version was released as a single on October 30, 1968.

	“Brown Eyed Girl,” Van Morrison (June 1967 as a single). Written by Morrison and recorded in March 1967, it was released a few months later on the Bang Records label, peaking at number ten on the Billboard Hot 100.



January 1970

“What the World Needs Now Is Love”

Lyrics by Hal David and music composed by Burt Bacharach (April 15, 1965). First recorded and made popular by Jackie DeShannon.


	“Bridge Over Troubled Water,” Simon & Garfunkel (January 1970).

	(again) “The Sound of Silence,” Simon & Garfunkel (October 1964).

	“Mrs. Robinson,” Simon & Garfunkel (full song released as a single April 1968). The writing began before the 1967 film, The Graduate, which contained only fragments of the lyrics.

	“Bookends,” Simon & Garfunkel (title track of album of same name, released April 1968).



February 1970

“Aquarius/Let the Sunshine In”

The 5th Dimension (March 1969). Lyrics based on the astrological belief that the world would soon be entering an age of love, light, and humanity. It is a plea for harmony and understanding, peace and love, and to “let the sun shine in.”


	“Hanky Panky,” Tommy James & the Shondells (1966).

	“Louie Louie,” the Kingsmen (1963). 

	“Wipe Out,” the Surfaris (1963). This twelve-bar blues driven by Ron Wilson’s drum solo produced the yardstick for every aspiring young drummer in the early 1960s and beyond and became one of the most popular instrumental songs of all time.

	“The Weight,” the Band (1968).

	“Try to Remember,” from the original off-Broadway production of The Fantasticks, originally sung by Jerry Orbach in the April 1960 show debut. Later recorded by Orbach around 1963.

	(again) “Give Peace a Chance”

	(again) “Spinning Wheel”

	“Gloria,” Van Morrison (1965); originally recorded by Morrison’s band Them. The Shadows of Knight out of
Chicago recorded a tamer version of the song that same year that was played by radio stations nationwide, reaching number ten on the Billboard Hot 100.

	“(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction,” the Rolling Stones (1965).

	“Wild Thing,” the Troggs (1966).

	“Light My Fire,” the Doors (1967).

	“Hang on Sloopy,” the McCoys (1964), a band from Coldwater, Ohio.

	“Turn! Turn! Turn!” While best known after being recorded by the Byrds in 1965, also known as or subtitled “To Everything There Is a Season,” the song was written by Pete Seeger in 1959. The lyrics consist of the first eight verses of the third chapter of the Book of Ecclesiastes.

	“We Shall Overcome,” a gospel song descended from a hymn and sung by Pete Seeger (and others, like Joan Baez, 1963) in the early 1960s at rallies, folk festivals, and concerts as part of nonviolent civil rights activism.



March 1970

“Color Him Father”

The Winstons (August 1969). A song about a boy expressing love for his stepfather.


	“Precious Lord, Take My Hand,” a heartfelt gospel hymn expressing a plea for divine guidance and comfort in times of struggle.

	“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” a powerful gospel-spiritual hymn that combines soulful vocals and blues influences.

	“His Eye Is on the Sparrow,” a gospel hymn expressing faith and reassurance that God watches over and cares for even the smallest and most vulnerable.

	“It Is Well with My Soul,” an old hymn, first published in 1876. It has an enduring legacy and is included in hymnals across many Christian denominations.

	“Amazing Grace,” written in 1772 and published in 1779 by John Newton, an English Anglican clergyman whose personal story of conversion from slave trader to Christian inspired the lyrics; it has since become one of the most well-known and frequently sung hymns in the world.

	“I’ll Fly Away,” an old gospel song written in the early twentieth century. Its message is rooted in the Christian hope of heavenly peace from earthly suffering.



April 1970

“For What It’s Worth”

Buffalo Springfield (December 1966 as a single). Stephen Stills was inspired to write the song because of the Sunset Strip curfew riots in Los Angeles in November 1966. Later considered an anti-war message.

May 1970

“Ohio”

Neil Young. Written in fifteen minutes after seeing photos of the May 4, 1970, Kent State massacre in Life magazine. Recorded on May 21, 1970, and released in June 1970 as a single by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young.


	“Carry On,” Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young (March 11, 1970). The opening track of their second album, Déjà Vu, which includes “Teach Your Children,” “Woodstock,” and “Our House.” Written by Stephen Stills.

	“Hound Dog,” Elvis Presley (his version recorded July 1956). First released by Big Mama Thorton in February 1953. Presley’s version sold ten million copies globally.

	“Here, There and Everywhere,” the Beatles (1966). Written by Paul McCartney as a love ballad about living in the here and now and fully experiencing the conscious moment.

	“Let It Be,” the Beatles (released as a single on March 6, 1970). It is also the name of their twelfth and final studio album, released May 8, 1970, almost a month after their final breakup.



June 1970

“Stand by Me”

Ben E. King (1961).


	“The Times They Are a-Changin’,” Bob Dylan (fall 1963).

	“Here Comes the Sun,” the Beatles (September 26, 1969).

	“Respect,” Aretha Franklin. Originally written and recorded by Otis Redding in 1965, it was rearranged and became Aretha’s signature song in 1967. A few changes in the lyrics resulted in different narratives around the theme of human dignity that have been interpreted as commentaries on traditional gender roles; her hit ushered in the second-wave feminist movement of the 1970s.

	“Long Time Gone,” Crosby, Stills & Nash (May 1969). Initial soundtrack in the Woodstock documentary. Written by David Crosby the night Bobby Kennedy was shot, as he and millions were trying to make sense of history’s chaotic happenings.

	“The Star-Spangled Banner,” Jimi Hendrix’s iconic performance of our national anthem at Woodstock 1969 is a legendary moment in music history and was featured in the Woodstock film.



Listen now!

Apple Music:

[image: ]
Spotify:
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Afterword


We are shaped by our time, as much as by those who bring us into the world.

I came of age in an era when so much felt possible, yet many of the same struggles we face today—racial and economic injustice, political upheaval, citizen protest—were already deeply embedded in the American story. My childhood unfolded against a backdrop of national mourning over the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the civil rights movement, the 1968 killings of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Senator Robert Kennedy, the escalating war in Vietnam, the awe-inspiring US moon landing, and the tragedy of the Kent State shootings.

I grew up without the internet. The media landscape was less fragmented—three television networks, daily newspapers, and an array of national magazines—and news was more trusted. We watched the same television images in our living rooms and formed our own conclusions from a shared narrative.

I wanted to write about that consequential era—when I was in high school—set against the backdrop of Vietnam, racial unrest, the rise of the environmental movement, and Richard Nixon’s presidency. I sought to capture the spirit and soundtrack of the time—when we were keenly aware of a turbulent world while simultaneously wrapped up in the everyday dramas of adolescence.

I began developing ideas for my novel in the spring of 2023 after reading 1969: The Year Everything Changed by Rob Kirkpatrick. That book convinced me the year was ripe for fictional exploration, given its potent mix of idealism and darkness.

As I continued reading and researching, I worked to access my own memories and emotions to bring authenticity to the story. I spoke with old high school friends and was struck by the wide range of awareness we had during that time. My own recollections were uneven—more vivid around racial tensions than politics. But conversations often sparked long-buried memories.

I chose to set my novel in an integrated, public high school in Ohio, like the Columbus public school I attended, and during a pivotal school year: 1969–1970. As with my previous novels, this is a coming-of-age story—but this time with a full cast of fictional teenagers navigating their day-to-day world inside Waverley High, even as the world outside presses in. I kept asking myself: What did we feel back then? Were we afraid? Angry? Ready to march? Did the spring of 1970 feel like a normal high school spring—or not?

While writing, I often revisited how I felt about the external chaos—especially the unrest on Ohio State University’s campus, the national shock following Nixon’s Cambodia invasion, and the tragic deaths at Kent State. My research was extensive, helping me reconstruct even the most moderate historical moments. Within my fictional school, I created The Beacon, the student newspaper that served as a narrative device to reflect what students considered news—both inside school walls and beyond them. I also incorporated a class called Current History, where students used a national magazine as their textbook and explored current events through classroom discussions that revealed history as it was unfolding. The characters within this high school began to vividly take shape. While no single student is directly based on my former classmates, as a group they likely reflect all of us.

This is a work of fiction, but I want to clarify where I’ve purposefully diverged from historical facts and timelines:


	In the first chapter, set on August 25, 1969, narrator Lena Rosen mentions seeing headliners Johnny Cash and Bob Hope at the Ohio State Fair. In reality, Cash performed on August 27 and 28, Hope on August 30 and 31 and September 1. But these recognizable names help anchor the era for readers.

	In the November chapter, I included two timeline departures. First, Waverley fans sing “Na Na Hey Hey Kiss Him Goodbye” at the final football game on October 31, 1969, though the song was released a few weeks later. Second, Lena and her brother, Nathan, watch The Red Skelton Hour on a Monday night, though the show aired on Tuesdays in 1969. That Monday—November 24—is pivotal in my story, as it sets the stage for the family to hear the CBS radio special on the My Lai massacre.

	In the December chapter, Lena’s older sister, Sylvia, home for the holidays, talks about pledging the Alpha Xi Delta sorority at her college and mentions a junior named Sandy from Youngstown. In the May 1970 chapter, when Sylvia returns from the Kent State tragedy, she reveals that Sandy, her sorority sister, was among the four students killed. I wove these true elements about Sandra Scheuer and the Kent State shootings into the fictional narrative.

	In the February chapter, I refer to Black History Week, though it began as Negro History Week in 1926. The timeline of the name change is unclear, but for fictional purposes, I placed Black History Week in February 1970. Additionally, I moved the opening of Little Professor Bookshop from its actual debut in 1972 to 1970 to serve the story.

	In the May chapter, Lena and her boyfriend, Jack, dine at the TAT restaurant in Columbus. I couldn’t confirm whether TAT had table jukeboxes, but I included one as a necessary storytelling prop.



I am deeply indebted to several sources that informed the historical context, period details, and emotional authenticity of this novel. Chief among them are 1969 by Rob Kirkpatrick, An Unfinished Love Story: A Personal History of the 1960s by Doris Kearns Goodwin, The Long Sixties: From 1960 to Barack Obama by Tom Hayden, Ohio State University: Student Life in the 1960s by William J. Shkurti, The Shattering: America in the 1960s by Kevin Boyle, and Kent State: An American Tragedy by Brian VanDeMark. I also consulted classic nonfiction like To Be Young, Gifted and Black by Lorraine Hansberry (adapted by Robert Nemiroff) and The White Album by Joan Didion. And I drew inspiration from coming-of-age novels including Prep by Curtis Sittenfeld, Now Is Not the Time to Panic by Kevin Wilson, Election by Tom Perrotta, The Girls by Emma Cline, and Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro.

Publishing a book is never a solo endeavor. I owe thanks to many.

To my dear friend and writing mentor, Ellen Lesser—thank you for your enthusiastic encouragement and steadfast belief in this story.

Thank you to the brilliant team that helped bring World News from Waverley High into the world: the She Writes Press posse—Brooke Warner, Shannon Green, Lindsey Cleworth, Tabitha Lahr, and Krissa Lagos—who made sure every detail, from the title to the cover, stood out; Barrett Briske, for her insightful feedback; and Caitlin Hamilton Summie, Rick Summie, Lucinda Dyer, Paula Sherman, Libby Jordan, Judy Smith, and Rich Yepsen for helping me bring this book into the world and into readers’ hands.

To my early readers—Neal Barkan, Davi Blake (my primary source for early memories), Sue Cooper, Wayne Feinstein, Ann Fisher, Ben Heckman, Pamela Klinger-Horn (whose sharp literary instincts never fail), Parker MacDonell, Mike Nolan, Kathy Reed (whose feedback was both precise and extensive), Diane Vorys, Alec Wightman, and Denny Wojtanowski—thank you for your time, insights, and support.

Many thanks to Judge Algenon Marbley, District Judge for the Southern District of Ohio, for his expert input of historic legal cases relating to school desegregation.

To my extraordinary staff at Gramercy Books in Columbus—thank you for passionately connecting our community with the books they love. And thank you to the bookstores and libraries that have chosen to place my books on their shelves.

To the fellow writers who have offered advice, support, and generous endorsements—Laney Katz Becker, Marty Ross-Dolen, Wil Haygood, Lee Martin, Tom Perrotta, Helen Schulman, and Connie Schultz—I’m deeply grateful.

Finally, my heartfelt thanks to my family and circle of friends, whose unwavering support sustains me, especially my husband, Frank—my first reader and greatest champion.






Reader’s Guide



	1.How are the issues and events described in the novel similar to today, or not?

	2.Did you know all the songs titling each chapter? Which is your favorite? How did the author’s music choices illuminate the story?

	3.How did seeing historical events from the perspective of young people affect the telling of the story?

	4.Could this novel have been set anywhere in the US in 1969? Why or why not?

	5.Student journalism is at the heart of this novel. What has changed between then and now for up-and-coming journalists?

	6.Who gets to tell the stories of our life history—the musicians, the journalists, the student journalists, those who lived through it, or some combination of them all?

	7.Do you think teachers hold as much sway with students today as they did in the times depicted here?

	8.In this novel, what brought the students together?

	9.People of Lena’s generation are now parents and grandparents. Are the hopes they held as young people gone now?

	10. Who is the audience for this novel?



Additional Questions for
Young Adult/New Adult Readers


	1.Do you want to be a journalist? Why or why not?

	2.Which characters would you like to have in your circle of friends and why?

	3.Did you listen to the music from each chapter? Do you like it? Do you think the music today is as socially conscious as some of the songs referenced in the novel?
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