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Praise for Leaving Kent State

––––––––

“LEAVING KENT STATE does what excellent historical fiction is supposed to do—it breathes life into an era. Through the eyes of its young protagonist, this well-researched novel recreates the tensions in Kent, Ohio, during the Vietnam War years and the tragedy that resulted. Readers will love Sabrina Fedel’s masterfully drawn characters, her compelling plot, and her rich prose. This is the debut novel of a sensitive and accomplished writer.” 

—Patricia Harrison Easton, author of Beverly Cleary Children’s Choice Award winner Davey’s Blue-Eyed Frog

––––––––

“A poignant and gripping tale of a young girl’s love for a Vietnam Vet played out against state-side resistance to an immoral war. The ensuing violence on a college campus is conveyed with stunning historical accuracy.”  






—Pat Lowery Collins, acclaimed author 

of The Fattening Hut  and Hidden Voices
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The October sun is never honest in Northeastern Ohio. Waiting on my front steps for Evan it felt warm enough, a splash of Indian summer roosting like a promise, hiding the winter that was barreling toward us. I scanned the corner for the sight of his dad’s brown Chevy Impala. Yellow maple leaves fell from the sky like random pieces of rusty confetti, and Evan would laugh when I told him it was his own ticker tape parade. Somehwere down the street, a grill burned its husky charcoal smell.

I had pictured his homecoming so many times in my head. He’d smile in that way he had, as if he’d just been blessed by the God of the Stars. He’d jump out of the car and hug me and call me Rachel. He wouldn’t call me Bug. Not after twenty-three months away. He wouldn’t call me Bug anymore.

His crimson electric guitar sat in its case beside me, polished and in perfect condition. While he’d been gone I had learned to play his favorite Beatles’ song, Revolution. Today was a revolution. Evan would know how to talk my dad into letting me go to Pratt.

Evan could talk my dad into anything. Maybe because my dad had always wanted a boy. Maybe because Evan had a way of talking so that you didn’t even know he was asking for anything. Maybe because he was more like a member of our family than the boy next door. Evan would know how to make my dad see that having a parent who was a professor at Kent State didn’t automatically make it my destiny, too. Evan would make my dad understand that I belonged at Pratt, and that I needed to go someplace where my art mattered.

KSU barely had an art department, something my dad was perfectly fine with, because he wasn’t happy with me being an artist in the first place.

When we found out that Evan was being sent home, his mom had said that nothing was ever going to be the same, as if Evan wouldn’t fit with us anymore now that he’d been gone so long. But she was wrong. I had reread every letter Evan sent me from Vietnam. Evan hadn’t changed at all. He’d taken some shrapnel in his side so they were letting him come home a few months early. It was all part of the troop withdrawal President Nixon had promised. They were sending home the boys who weren’t injured seriously and weren’t going to  replace them with new kids. Even Evan’s brother, Robby, had said their mom was being melodramatic. Evan was one of the lucky ones.

The Impala came into view and drifted down the street before it lurched into their drive. I ran across our lawn, my heart beating faster than a sparrow’s. Evan’s dad clutched the wheel, staring at the driveway as if it were a runway and he had to land that enormous car precisely in the middle. Evan’s mom sat rigid in the back seat, her face as pinched as always, like a suburban version of the American Gothic portrait. Evan was in the front seat watching me without his smile. His face was darkened by scabs on the left side and his neck was bandaged. 

It’s not that bad.

The car rolled to a stop. Evan turned and reached for the door handle, his eyes challenging mine. His left hand, bandaged to the elbow, had only small, empty rosebuds where three of his fingers should have been. I took a step back, my breath catching as he swung the door open.

“Hey, Bug. I’m home.”  His voice rang in my ears. The same voice that had played in my head like a record for the last twenty-three months, but off somehow as if it had been slowed or muffled. Inside me there was a vacuum, all the air sucked out of my lungs.

“Hey,” I pushed out slowly.

Evan’s dad was already opening the trunk, whistling to himself.

“I can get my sea bag, Dad,” Evan told him. The crusty scabs on his face started near his mouth and pulled away toward the back of his head following the line he must have turned against the blast. His ear was streaked with lines of scabs. His old Rolling Stones t-shirt sleeve had been cut to go over the bandages on his arm, and he wore the same blue jeans he left with, his straight legged Levi’s with the torn right knee. As if time had stopped somehow and yet managed to change everything, too.

“I’ve got it, son,” Dr. Olesson said.

“It’s okay Dad, I can get it,” Evan replied, his voice tight.

He grabbed the big, green canvas tube and flung it onto his back, bending forward slightly to balance the weight against him. He wasn’t quite as skinny as he used to be. He had filled out a little, gotten more muscular. I was just standing there stupidly staring at him, taking in every detail as if I were studying a Monet. His hair was longer than I thought it would be, short all around but not the severe buzz cut he left with. He hadn’t shaved for a couple of days and it made his oval face seem even longer, his lips slightly thin but capable of curling into the most delicious smile. He caught me looking at him and stopped.

“You miss me, Bug?” he asked, a slight laugh dangling at the end of his words. I couldn’t tell if he meant it or if he was just making fun of me. Maybe he realized. Maybe he’d always known. Maybe he thought it was funny, the blind devotion of the nerdy girl next door. I opened my mouth to say something, anything he would think was funny, but it was as empty as his hand.

He held out a small camouflaged canvas sack. “Here, carry my ditty bag for me, will ya?”

I reached for the bag but his mother’s white-gloved hands were suddenly in front of me taking it from him. She was there between us, just like on the night before he left when he’d almost kissed me. He’d stood so close to me that there hadn’t been enough room to breathe as he told me not to forget to write to him, that he’d miss how annoying I was. He’d been teasing me like always but in that moment there was something more, something almost, and then his mother had flicked on the porch lights like she was illuminating Cleveland Stadium and Evan had broken away from me and never looked back. Evan might have forgotten that moment but I hadn’t. Maybe it had been nothing more than him being afraid of leaving home and going to Vietnam, but it still had been an almost.

“Rachel, dear,” his mom said, “won’t you come by after supper, after Evan’s had a chance to rest a while?” She used her strict British tone. The one she would scatter the neighborhood kids with when we were younger. She never had to yell, but they would scamper home anyway.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, though I didn’t usually call people ma’am, even Mrs. Olesson.

Evan blew a slight puff of air from his nose and gave me a half smile behind her back.

“Later, Bug,” he said.

“Yeah, later,” I echoed, not able to smile back, salvaging the words from some ocean floor inside of me.

Dr. Olesson nodded in an absent minded way that I guess was meant to acknowledge me somehow and then swept past me. I stood with my feet burning into the asphalt, watching the three of them go into the house. Evan walked differently than before he left. Before he walked in a swinging way as if he were hearing music in his head he didn’t even notice was there. Now his walk was strange, more straight and guarded and taut, but maybe it was just the sea bag slung over his back. It reminded me of the broken hero walking into the sunset in an old western movie, away from the camera, out of your life. His mom walked behind him swaying on her heels as though she were practicing a new tightrope routine.

Look back, Evan. I haven’t smiled.

Their door closed. I stared at the house, my chest tightening as if a ratchet were squeezing my heart. When I finally turned away the street whirled before me, the narrowly set homes folding in on me, crushing me.

I’d been an idiot, thinking they would send him home and he’d just be okay. I was such an idiot thinking he could ever love me. I was such an idiot believing I could ever leave my hometown. Kent was the kind of place that held you up so you could see the world beyond, but all the time it gripped your ankles and dragged you down like a slow moving river.

I crossed back to my house. Two Blue Jays shrieking cut through the conch like roar in my head with unrelenting precision. Evan’s guitar case leaned against the wooden railing of the front porch. I sat down and rested my head against it, drawing Evan’s face in my mind. When he didn’t shave like that, you almost couldn’t see the tiny scar on his right cheek from when he was ten and fell out of the tree house and we had to call the ambulance. Now he would be riddled with tiny scars, running along his face and hiding in his hair.

I pressed my hands against my eyes, the tiny squares of gauze crisp in my mind. His left hand. The last three fingers missing. One moment of destiny. Why couldn’t it have been his right?

Ella Fitzgerald’s voice floated through the living room window singing Don’t Get Around Much Anymore. The sad, yearning notes splattered my skin like bacon grease.

The front door squeaked open.

“Rachel,” my mom said. “How about you come and set the table for me?”

I couldn’t turn around, but I let her words sink in knowing she’d wait. She must have seen from the window. She walked over and stroked my head, administering her soft blessing.

“Sure,” I said, but I waited until her footsteps disappeared. I pressed my forehead against Evan’s guitar case. It was a cardboard case with a gray scratchy pattern on it that reminded me of the television when it went to snow. The edges were made from a strong, black cotton binding. Evan had bought it when he was eleven, saving every penny from his paper route for two years, plus all of his Christmas and birthday money. The last five dollars he borrowed from me. He never paid me back, but he told me I owned five dollars worth of his guitar, so I never minded.

“Keep it for me, just in case, Bug,” he’d said when he gave it to me.

“Just in case of what?” I’d asked stupidly.

“If I don’t come back, you can have it, since you never mind hearing me try out a new song. And five dollars of it’s yours anyway.”

He was being serious about maybe not coming back, but all I could think about then was how he was trusting me with his guitar. I couldn’t even think that maybe he was right and he’d never come home. So I’d laughed like it wasn’t possible, like Evan was being ridiculous. Now I knew what a jerk I’d been. But that day it just didn’t seem possible. Evan had seemed invincible.

I wiped my face with my thumb and got up.

Mrs. Olesson was right. Nothing was ever going to be the same. Evan had lost everything that mattered to him. The last thing he needed was to worry about helping me. The revolution I’d been waiting for was over before it even started. I was on my own if I was going to convince my dad to let me go to Pratt, and so far I had gotten nowhere with him.

And Evan still called me Bug.
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The cool dishes slipped between my fingers, the plates making a tolling sound when they landed on the solid walnut table. My mom was slicing carrots, her back to me.

“Why didn’t Mrs. Olesson just tell us?” I asked when I was finally able to trust my voice.

“Oh, Rachel, you know how private Ellen can be. All she told me was what she told all of us. I suspected it was worse than you thought because she was so upset.” My mom turned around, her tiny figure looking so much younger than she was. “I should have warned you that maybe it wasn’t what we thought. But it could be so much worse! You have to remember that. I know people can be unkind, but he’s here with us.”

I nodded. Mrs. Olesson liked to think that everything in her life was perfect. And Evan wasn’t perfect anymore. She would pretend like nothing had happened but all the while she would feel it. I placed the silverware correctly, the knife facing in toward the plate. The spoon on the outside of the knife. It always mattered to me that the order was right. Order is different from perfection.

“I know I have to be grateful that he’s even alive. I just wish it had been his right hand. It should have been his right hand.”

If I had known, I could have smiled. If I had known, I wouldn’t have hoped for anything.

“All he ever wanted was to go to school for music and have his own band,” I said. He hd been so disappointed when he didn’t get into Berklee College of Music in Boston. “He was barely fourteen when he won that contest up in Cleveland for best guitarist. And he’s left handed. How’s he going to write? Or throw a ball?” I stopped. Another word and I would be sobbing.

My mom just nodded, because we both knew there weren’t any words that were going to make it better.

Evan had lost more than a few fingers. I couldn’t even imagine never being able to draw again, and that’s what music was to Evan. It was the reason we were friends at all, my closest and best link to him because I had been his first and most loyal audience. Now his dreams were gone, and I had lost my only real chance to ever leave Kent. My dad had already let me know he had no intention of letting me go to Pratt when KSU was practically across the street just waiting for me. Evan’s injury had robbed us both, and I couldn’t even tell whose loss I felt more.

I went up to my room and set Evan’s guitar in the corner across from my bed, just as it had been for the last twenty-three months, where no one would step on it or kick it. Where I could see it from my pillow. I took my blue cardigan out of the closet and dropped it over the main part of the case, so that only the neck stuck out, not sure if I were hiding it or protecting it. I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

Why couldn’t she have just told us?

“Nothing’s ever going to be the same,” Mrs. Olesson had said, her voice hard like January ice. Why couldn’t she have just said “Evan lost three of his fingers?” I would’ve been able to smile when I saw him then. Now Evan would think I cared that he wasn’t perfect according to his mom and the rest of the world. He would think I saw him like everyone else was going to do. That’s what my mom meant. Everyone would look at him like he was a freak. Another Vietnam freak.

What if Evan never forgave me? What else had happened to him that I didn’t know about? Maybe I’d never really know him again. Maybe he’d never understand why I hadn’t smiled. The way his eyes had challenged me when he first saw me flickered in my mind. He had never done that before.

A soft knock peppered the open doorway of my room.

“Hey, Dad,” I said, sitting up. “I didn’t hear your car in the drive.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded, walking over to sit beside me. The mattress sagged from his tall, heavy set body.

He looked around my room like he was seeing it for the first time in a long time. The cork board hanging over my desk covered with Peanuts’ comic strips and pictures of me growing up, photos I had taken over the summer, and pieces of my artwork. My bursting bookshelves and desk with its art pencils, pens, and watercolor brushes arranged in little vases beside my stack of different kinds of paper. He glanced at my closet, open but otherwise neat, and finally at Evan’s guitar shrouded in my favorite sweater.

“So our prodigal son has returned, eh?” His voice was husky.

“Yeah,” I said, and we both sat there, the silence filling in all the words we couldn’t bring ourselves to say. Then my dad sighed, as though our thoughts had walked down two parallel paths that had suddenly turned and intersected.

“Give him some time, Rachel,” he said, tapping an unlit cigarette against his knee as though it were something he needed to concentrate on to be able to do. “I know patience isn’t your strong suit, but he’ll need time to adjust. Not just to losing his fingers, but to simply being home. To the television being on. To sleeping at night and waking up in the morning.”

My head bobbed like a mechanical toy.

“He needs time to realize he’s not listening to death stalking him anymore.” My dad’s voice was quiet and far away. He smoothed the hair down that he combed over his bald spot and stuck the unlit cigarette in his mouth. He never talked about his war, unless it was to tell some humorous story that had nothing to do with battle. Now his jaw was tight, his shoulders rigid, and the memories of World War II that he usually suppressed seemed to rise up inside of him as if they were locusts. He blew out a breath and patted my knee. He smelled of nicotine and coffee and my nose crinkled. “Give him time, Rachel.”

“Okay,” I said, my voice nothing more than a croak, wondering how I would ever manage to wait when every part of me wanted to run to Evan’s house and beg him to be okay. My dad stood and shuffled from the room.

Time. I had spent plenty of time thinking about Evan in Vietnam, wondering what he was doing, when he would get to come home. His letters had been easy, funny even sometimes, and he’d always told me not to worry, that he was fine. I had always asked him if he needed anything, but he only ever wanted the OSU scores and Kodak film. I had just taken him at his word. I couldn’t picture how he slept or what the jungle was really like. The newspaper and TV reports seemed different and unconnected from the photos Evan sent back. Crowded, dirty streets in Chu Lai. Shoeless children laughing and holding candy the Marines had given them. Evan’s friends, sitting around, smiling and relaxed in front of little thatched houses or on dirt mounds with concrete blocks beside them, smoking and eating their c-rations, flashing peace signs with their hands.

I closed my eyes. My dad and mom were talking in low tones. She had sent him up to try to make me understand and he was giving his report. But understanding was the least of my problems. My heart had already told me that, whatever Evan had lost, I had lost, too. And my heart had already let me know that it would never stop loving Evan, no matter how much he had changed.
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Walter Cronkite was saying something about more college protests fueled by bad news from the war zone when I came down for dinner. My dad turned off the little black and white TV on the kitchen island as though he didn’t usually watch the news during dinner time. I went along pretending not to notice and mixed two glasses of strawberry Kool-Aid. I set them down where my little sister, Willa, and I always sat. Then I went to help my mom in her mad scramble to get everything to the table while it was still hot.

I scooped mashed potatoes into a serving bowl and grabbed a spoon from the drawer. My mom brought the lamb chops from under the broiler and handed me the green beans. A ketchup bottle sat on the table since I wouldn’t eat gravy. A large bowl of salad rested on the island waiting for the end of the meal since both of my parents were first generation Americans from Italian immigrants.

Willa bounced into the room and slipped into her seat, looking at me as though she were ready to burst. “Oooohhh! Evan’s finally home!” she announced. Then she looked at me and started dancing in her seat and singing, “in my midnight confessions—”

“Willa!” my dad said. “That’s enough.”

Willa stopped. She looked at each of us in turn, asking with her big gray eyes what she had done wrong. They could have at least told her already.

“Willa,” my mom said finally, “Evan came home injured. Honey, Evan isn’t quite the same.”

“Of course he’s the same,” I said even though I already knew it wasn’t true.

My mom pulled her head back in a defensive way that was more instinctive than calculated and I bit my lip. I shouldn’t have snapped at her. But I couldn’t say I was sorry, either.

“What’s shaking?” Willa asked.

“What’s shaking,” I said, pronouncing the word as if it carried some disgusting disease with it, “is that Evan’s lost three of his fingers. On his left hand.”

“Wow,” Willa said. “That’s a bummer. But I’m so glad he’s home. I missed him so much!”

“I’m not hungry,” I said and pushed my meal away.

It was as if they didn’t even remember him. I got up and carried my plate and glass to the sink as my older sister, Portia, walked in.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said falling into her chair. “Bug, will you get me a glass of Kool-Aid since you’re up? So, is Romeo home?”

I hated it when she made fun of how much I loved him.

“Portia,” my mom said, shaking her head in warning.

I couldn’t bear to hear them go through it again. I took the stairs two at a time and banged my door shut.

I turned on my alarm clock radio to cover the raging noise in my head. Diana Ross and the Supremes’ latest song slipped into my room. Someday, We’ll Be Together. I shook my head and sat on the floor, pulling the shoebox I had decorated with a collage of guitar pictures from under my bed. The bundle of Evan’s letters fell softly into my hands as I untied the yellow ribbon holding them together.

I read them again, knowing now how it would all end as the light faded from my room and finally it was dark. “Don’t worry, don’t worry, don’t worry,” echoed through every one. And I had listened willingly enough. I welcomed the shadows, sitting there, the radio playing, the paper like wafers between my fingers, holding onto the before Vietnam Evan.

A soft knock on the door startled me.

“Rachel, we’re going over to see Evan now.” My mom’s voice slipped under the door and found its way to me through the darkness. She waited in the silence.

“Don’t you want to come?” she asked at last.

“I’ll be down in a minute,” I said, forcing the words out.

“Okay.”

I stood and turned on the light, squinting from the brightness. The mirror reflected my makeup streaked from tears, and I tried to fix it. I brushed my hair and pulled the Abbey Road album that I had bought for Evan in September from my bookshelves and went downstairs.

My family openly stared at me as I came into the kitchen. My mom handed me the apple pie she had made for Evan. His favorite. His letters talked about it all the time, how he couldn’t wait to get home and sit in our kitchen and have some of my mom’s apple pie and drink Nestlé’s Quick. I pinned the album against me with my elbow.

We tumbled out the back door and across the yard toward Evan’s house. The leaves on the ground crackled under our shoes, though the grass was damp from the cool night air. The pie dish was still warm in my hands and I pulled it closer to me as I followed everyone else, Willa skipping with the light heart of a twelve-year-old. The moon was almost full, making the trip across the yard deceptively easy.

Robby answered the back door. Most people considered him the good looking one, with his sea blue eyes and curly, blonde hair, and a full inch on Evan’s six foot two frame. But I never liked curly, blonde hair and his eyes never had Evan’s Fourth of July heat to them. We bustled in from the chill in a pack and followed Robby toward the living room.

“Is that pie for me, Bug?” Robby asked even though he knew it was for Evan. He was seventeen like me, but he was still a junior, since I had gone to kindergarten early.

“Don’t call me ‘Bug,”’ I told him for the billionth time. That was Evan’s nickname for me. He’d been calling me ‘Bug’ since the day they moved into their house when I was six and had stood there staring at him and Robby. “What are you looking at, you little Bug?” Evan had said, but the smile on his face had told me he was just teasing. He had never once called me Rachel.

Evan and his parents were in the living room watching That Girl, though Evan had a look on his face like he was watching some completely different show that was playing in his head. He jumped up, nervous and fidgety. My mom and sisters hugged him. Even my dad gave him a hug, the kind a grown man gives his dad, with lots of hand shaking and patting on the back. Evan looked around and found me in the doorway.

“Is that pie for me?” 

I smiled and said “Yes,” my answer lost in the chorus that erupted from my mom and Willa and Portia.

“It smells delicious,” Mrs. Olesson said, taking it from me. “I’ll cut some, everyone, sit down. Rachel, help me, dear, won’t you?”

“I’ll be right there,” I told her. I handed the album to Evan.

“Thanks, Bug,” he said, holding it with his right hand and running his left index finger over the picture on the cover, as though he were looking at an old photograph from the past, something he had forgotten about.

“Just a welcome home present,” I said, pulling myself away even though I knew he was starting to look up from the cover to me, afraid of what might not be there.

I helped Mrs. Olesson serve the pie and coffee and Cokes. That Girl ended and Bewitched began, but Dr. Olesson had gotten up and turned the sound down on the big console TV. Everyone said stupid things trying to not say the wrong thing. Dr. Olesson and my dad smoked the room hazy with their Camels. Evan was struggling to hold his fork in his left hand and after a while he switched to his right, his movements awkward and stilted. But in my mind we were alone, and his hand didn’t matter. He was telling me how much he had missed me and how my letters had gotten him through, in between kissing me with those perfect lips that were always playing at breaking into a smile.

“Evan, have another piece of pie,” my mom said. “Rachel will get it for you, won’t you, Rachel?”

I jumped up as if my mom had jabbed me with knitting needles and took the plate from Evan. My fingers brushed his bandages. As close to a hug as I would get. He looked up at me, his face serious, my earlier betrayal reflected in the glint of his eyes.

When I brought him the pie, he forced a short smile. “Did you leave me any for breakfast?” The piece was ridiculously big, but it was as close to the words I wanted as I could come.

I just looked at him. All the things I wanted to say were completely stupid, like “I love you,” or, “I’ll give up art school and become a pastry chef if you’ll just love me back,” or, “if you don’t stand up and forgive me right now, my heart’s going to burst.” So I shrugged and went back to sitting in the corner nursing my Coke. Evan seemed to get lost in his own world again, staring at the cover of Abbey Road as if it were an oracle that might speak at any moment.

A few minutes later my dad put out his third or fourth cigarette in the ashtray on the coffee table and stood up. I stood next, eager to leave before I started crying. Every passing minute was growing more painful with Evan so close but moving further away all the time. He looked at me when I stood.

“Your hair’s longer, Bug.”

My hand flew instinctively to my hair, and I pushed it back behind my ear. Evan never made comments like that.

“I forgot how dark it is,” he said. Or did I just think he said that? Everyone was standing, moving, grabbing jackets and taking plates and cups into the kitchen.

“See you,” I said, suddenly not sure of anything.

“Yeah,” he replied, sinking back on the sofa like he was really tired. “See ya.”

I forced myself to turn and say goodnight to Robby and his parents. We crossed the yard, Willa hanging on my arm, my parents quiet. Even Portia didn’t have anything to say.

As soon as we reached our kitchen I threw out my  “Goodnight,” before anyone could start dissecting how well Evan looked, considering, and how everything was going to be fine. I ran upstairs and brushed my teeth efore going to my room. I had forgotten to turn the radio off. Friend and Lover’s Reach Out of the Darkness was playing and I pressed the door closed without turning on the light. I got undressed and slipped my night gown over my head. Moonlight filled my room as I padded over to the shoe box of Evan’s letters, placing them all carefully back inside and putting the lid on. I lay down on my bed and held the box close, letting the radio fill my aching heart with anything and everything until I fell asleep.
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The next day when I dragged myself to school, my best friend was waiting for me at my locker, a big smile on her face.

I bit my lip to keep my eyes from burning.

Her smile crinkled and ashed like burnt paper. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I shook my head but the words poured out anyway. “Evan lost three of his fingers. On his left hand.”

Michelle stared at me, her mouth a round “O” of surprise.

“He’s lost everything. Everything he was going to do when he came home. His guitar, his band, going to college for music. And since Mrs. Olesson didn’t warn us about how bad it was, I had no idea what to say when I saw him. I acted like such an idiot, standing there just staring at him. Now he thinks that I think he’s a freak. You should see him. His body’s in Kent but his mind is still in some jungle half way round the world, and it’s like he isn’t really home at all. How’s that for a happy homecoming?”

“Oh man, I’m sorry.”

“Yeah me too.” I leaned my head against the edge of my locker door, pushing back tears.  “He’s not a freak.”

Michelle squeezed my arm. “So, show him the truth.”

“I don’t even know how.”

“Well, if I know Rachel, she’ll find a way. Just give it time.”

Just give it time. I was in trouble if Michelle and my dad were giving the same advice. I had no idea how to give it time. I just wanted to fix it. All of it. Right that minute.

“It’s not just Evan’s dreams that are gone. He was the only chance I had to convince my dad I can’t go to KSU. Just the thought of ending up there makes me feel like I’m in a cage.”

“It’s not that bad,” Michelle said. She was headed there in the fall for nursing.

“Sorry,” I said, scrunching my nose. “It’s different for me. No one takes art seriously at KSU.”

“I know,” she said, forgiving me, “but I’m sure Evan doesn’t believe you think he’s a freak. He just needs a chance to get used to being home.”

I laughed a little. “You sound like Dear Abby.”

“It’s a gift,” she said with a small smile.

The day dragged by, every class another hour to think about Evan and how far gone everything was. By fifth period, it felt like days since he’d come home and I was pretty sure that giving it time was going to be the hardest thing I’d ever do in my life. I was sitting in trigonometry trying to concentrate when Mr. Miller opened the door and stepped into class, a soft sheen of sweat covering his forehead.

Miss Tate looked up from the equation she was copying onto the blackboard and dropped her chalk as if he had jumped out at her from behind the door and yelled boo.

Mr. Miller cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt your class, Miss Tate,” he said, “but the Principal needs to speak with you.”

Jim Harrington, sitting in the front row, said “Ooooohhhhhh, Miss Tate, you must be in trouble.” Some of the kids snickered but she never took her eyes off of Mr. Miller. She looked like the star of an Alfred Hitchcock movie, standing there with her perfectly coiffed hair and plaid dress against the backdrop of the dull blackboard, a look of terror on her face.

Mr. Miller scowled at Jim and then scanned the class until his gaze rested on me. The responsible one. Teachers have radar for kids like me.

“Rachel, would you come out in the hall a moment?” he asked.

I got up, every pair of eyes in the room watching me walk out the door with Mr. Miller and Miss Tate. I could hear the frantic whispers of my classmates trying to figure out what was going on through the open door.

“Rachel, would you please go with Miss Tate to the office?” Mr. Miller asked, quietly enough that no one in the classroom would hear.

“Of course,” I answered, though I didn’t understand why. “Mr. Miller, I’m sure whatever this is, it’s just a misunderstanding. Miss Tate hasn’t done anything wrong.” She had only been teaching for a couple of years, but I liked Miss Tate. She always took extra time with the students who needed it, including me sometimes.

“No, no, of course not,” Mr. Miller said to me. He turned to Miss Tate. “Don’t worry about your class. I’ll finish the lesson today.”

Miss Tate nodded vaguely and Mr. Miller looked at me and ticked his head toward the principal’s office down the hall. I turned and began to walk and Miss Tate followed me mechanically. Mr. Miller slipped back into the classroom and the hall was weirdly silent except for our footsteps.

I glanced at the slender girl beside me, hardly much older than Portia. Her face was drained of color and her hands were shaking.

“Are you okay, Miss Tate?”

She replied with a little gasp and I grabbed her arm and led her to the stairs so she could sit down. She leaned her head against the banister, her breath coming hard.

“I’m sure it’s nothing, Miss Tate.”

She looked up and me and seemed to see me for the first time since Mr. Miller had asked me to go with her. “You don’t understand, Rachel,” she whispered. She took a deep breath and then stood up. I took her arm as we walked to the principal’s office where the secretary waived me off as she grabbed Miss Tate around the shoulders.

When I got back to class, everyone stared openly at me. “Thank you, Rachel,” Mr. Miller said and gestured to my seat.

“What is it?” Michelle whispered as I walked past her, but I just shook my head helplessly.

After class, I waited for everyone to leave, even Michelle who had to get to band practice.

“Mr. Miller,” I said, standing on the other side of Miss Tate’s desk as he wiped the chalk board clean. “Is Miss Tate in some kind of trouble?”

Mr. Miller kept the eraser pressed against the chalkboard a moment before he turned around. “You may as well know,” he said, “as it will be common knowledge soon enough. I hope, Rachel that you will be responsible enough not to turn this into something to gossip about.”

I nodded.

“Miss Tate’s fiancé was killed in Vietnam. He was from Michigan and his parents called the school asking us to let her know. I think she knew as soon as I interrupted her class that it was the news she was most afraid of hearing.”

Chills rolled down my arms in short waves. If anyone should have figured out what was wrong it was me. I’d lived with Vietnam for two years, but I’d been too naïve to fear it the way Miss Tate had. “I see,” I said, gripping my books a little tighter.

I headed to my locker and crammed things into my backpack before I pushed out of the building like it would suffocate me to stay any longer. Evan came home alive, and what happened to Miss Tate’s fiancé should have put that into perspective, but somehow it just multiplied the losses of Vietnam in a kaleidoscopic way as I thought of her in the principal’s office with no escape from the news that her fiancé had been killed.

I took the long way home, through the Kent State campus. I knew every inch of it. My dad had been a professor in the English department since before I was born.

On the commons and Blanket Hill, kids were sitting on the grass near the Victory Bell, studying or just hanging out. The weather was even warmer than the day before. Everyone seemed happy it was Friday. Tonight they’d be hanging out at the bars on Water Street. But for now they were enjoying the mild afternoon, some of them probably skipping class to do it since it was Friday. Evan should have been doing the same thing on the campus at Berklee College of Music. He’d have been a sophomore. But he’d messed up his audition and they’d told him to try again the next year. Instead of applying to another school the way his dad told him to, he’d screwed around. First born son with no deferment. It hadn’t taken two months for him to get drafted.

The football team was on the practice field down below Taylor Hall, whistles blaring, coaches yelling. My dad never missed the games, and when they played away he listened on the radio. I watched for a few minutes, pretending that football was still important. I tried to picture myself as a freshman instead of just standing there as I was, but the big girl feeling I’d had when I was little and would walk the campus was long gone, replaced with the feeling of being trapped. KSU wasn’t a school for artists. It was a school for teachers and nurses and kids who didn’t know what they wanted to be when they grew up. It was a small town school with a small town mindset and it wasn’t ever going to change. And art needs change to grow.

I headed north toward home. Normally, I would’ve stopped by my dad’s office to say hello but I didn’t want to talk to anyone, especially not my dad. Cutting past the Music and Speech building, I crossed East Main into my neighborhood.

I came in the front door. My mom was in the basement banging the dryer closed.

“I’m home,” I called down the steps. “Going upstairs to study.”

She made a muffled reply and I grabbed some cookies and a glass of Kool-Aid. Willa was in the living room watching a black and white rerun of Gilligan’s Island. Portia was probably still at school. Maybe I just missed her on Blanket Hill. She was a senior and pretty sure she owned the place. But she kept her grades up and my parents happy. My dad wanted her to go to law school and she had applied to Case Western. If she were a boy, she wouldn’t have had any trouble getting in, but my dad was working his connections to make sure that being a girl didn’t count against her too much. He was so proud of her.

I closed my door and dropped my backpack on the floor. Why did my physics teacher have to pick this Monday to schedule a quiz? All I really wanted to do was draw, to take all the frustration I had inside of me and force it onto paper, and I was already struggling in physics. I turned on the radio and walked to the window, staring out over the back yard. Blue jays and black squirrels darted around knowing it wouldn’t stay this warm much longer. I looked into Evan’s yard like I always did ready to stare at the empty hammock that hung between two Maple trees. Evan was sitting across the hammock waving to me to come down.

I smiled and shook my head “no,” then waited for him to smile back. For just a moment, it was like nothing had changed. Evan knew that I’d come. It was a game we’d played since we were little. I had looked at that hammock a million times this summer wishing Evan were there and asking me to come down. I shrugged to him like it didn’t matter and turned, checking myself in the mirror to make sure I didn’t have Oreo crumbs on my lips before running downstairs.

“What took you so long, Bug?” he asked as I walked over.

“I came straight down.” Before Vietnam, I would have just jumped on with him, but now I hesitated.

He was sitting in the hammock perpendicular to how you lie in it, and he rolled a little to make room for me.

“I mean from school. It’s after four.”

“Oh,” I said, sinking into the nylon fabric, wondering if he could have been waiting for me, if he had missed sitting in the hammock together as much as I had. “I went by campus first.”

In the corner of my eye, Evan nodded. His legs pushed the hammock back and forth. Mine dangled beside, not long enough to reach the ground. The touch of his arm against mine seeped into me, filling the empty crevices like water overflowing the banks of a stream. I was eight the first time we ever sat like this, my right side resting against his left from the incline of the hammock. That was the first time I knew that Evan was essential to my happiness.

“You think my old man will make me rake leaves with my bum hand?” he asked, holding his bandaged stump up and studying it like it was something he couldn’t recognize. I smiled, knowing he was trying to find something funny about his life being blown apart along with his hand.

“Probably,” I said. “But at least you’ll be off the hook for that whole maxillofacial surgeon thing.”

Evan laughed. His dad always told him how much he regretted just being a dentist and not going on for four more years to be a maxillofacial surgeon, and how that was what Evan should do.

“He asked me to fold the hammock up for the winter, but I’ve just been sitting here. I love this cool, dry weather. All it ever was over there was hot and wet. You’ve never seen rain like that, Bug. Monsoon rain. We used to take showers in it. Hot and wet. I don’t ever want to be hot and wet again. And then I started waiting for you to come home from school. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t come. I can’t wait ’til it snows.”

He’d been waiting for me to come home, like it mattered. There was a soft, cool breeze coming and going with the clouds overhead. The smell of decaying leaves was thick and pungent, reminding me of the sweetness of rotting apples and wet earth.

“Next Friday is Halloween,” I said. “I promised Willa that I’d take her and her friends around the neighborhood. Do you want to come?”

“Maybe,” he said, which in Evan’s world meant “no.” Give him time. My dad’s words swelled in my head. Evan swung the hammock with his feet and I tried to bask in the happiness of having him home, next to me, and the way the sky tried so hard to mimic the color of his eyes.

“It was frickin crazy, Bug,” he said, almost in a whisper.

“What?” I asked, just before I realized. He meant Vietnam. He wanted to tell me about Vietnam.

“Nothing,” he said at the same time that I said “Oh, you mean Nam.”

I had totally screwed up. He was going to talk to me about the war, and I had made him think I couldn’t understand. Why was I such an idiot around him since he’d come home?

“Yeah,” he said, but that was all. The moment was gone. We swung for a couple of minutes in silence.

“So what’s with these bell bottom pants?” he asked finally.

I shook my head. “Everyone wears them now. You probably couldn’t find straight legged jeans if you tried.”

“They look okay on girls, but don’t you think men look stupid in them?”

“Yeah, I do. I can’t picture you in them.”

“What?” he asked, turning his head to look at me. “I don’t hear so well in this ear anymore.”

I swallowed before answering. “I said ‘yeah, I guess so.’” My voice sounded too loud but he just kept staring at me.

“Would you be embarrassed to be seen with me, in jeans like that, Bug?” he asked a sarcastic kind of smile on his face. We both knew he wasn’t asking me about bell bottom jeans.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I wouldn’t be embarrassed.” He nodded and looked up at the sky. He rocked us back and forth and stared at the blue above us. For a moment it was like touching the past, but incomplete so that my chest ached. Maybe I could ask him.

“I need a plan, Evan,” I said, a little bit louder than usual to make sure he heard.

He rolled his head toward me. His eyes were so large. So unwaveringly blue. So remote.  “What kind of plan?”

“You know, for Pratt.”

“Oh that,” he said. “Your dad’s never gonna let you go to New York, Bug.”

I sat up, my stomach tightening as if someone had just thrown a dodge ball smack into it. My dad didn’t believe in doing things that were difficult to make a living at, like being a writer, or an artist, or an academic like he was with all the political junk that went on at a university. But with an education from the best art school in the country, I was sure I could prove him wrong. I’d never be as well off as Portia when she was a lawyer, but I didn’t care. All I needed to do was to make a living at it, and Pratt would make that possible. I needed to go out into the world and prove to my dad that I could be part of it, that I didn’t need to live my whole life like a mole in Kent.

But to prove that to my dad, I needed Evan to be on my side, even if he didn’t believe in me himself. I just needed him to convince my dad. I just needed him to be willing to try for me.

He stopped swinging the hammock. My eyes began to sting. I jumped off, but Evan sat up and caught my forearm with his hand. The soft gauze scratched against my skin. His finger and thumb were warm and callused, and it was his touch that stopped me rather than the strength of his grip, or what was left of it.

“I’ll think of something,” he said trying to pacify me, just like all the times growing up when he’d told me Portia hadn’t been making fun of me when we both knew she had. I looked away.

“Yeah, thanks,” I said as he let go of my arm. I stood there a moment, watching the balloon I’d held onto for so long float off into the universe. If I wanted to go to Pratt, I really was completely on my own. I turned and walked back to my house, wondering as I walked if he even watched me go.
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On Halloween night, I had Willa and four of her friends to take around the neighborhood and we started at the Olessons’. When I still dressed up, Willa’s costume had always had something to do with mine, like the year I went dressed as Snoopy and she was Woodstock. Or when I was a witch and she was my black cat. The year I turned thirteen and stopped trick-or-treating, I walked her around the neighborhood for my parents. My mom talked Michelle into going too, because “there’s safety in numbers.” Not that our neighborhood’s dangerous, but my mom was raised in the city so she never believed in taking chances.

This year, Michelle was going to a party at our friend Lisa’s house. “If Evan comes trick-or-treating,” she told me with a grin, “you two will want to be alone.”

“We can’t be alone with five twelve year olds,” I had told her. “And besides, even if I want to be alone with Evan, he doesn’t want to be alone with me.”

“You don’t know that,” she had said, nudging me with her shoulder. But I was pretty sure I did know that. 

Still, on Halloween night, I couldn’t help wishing that maybe I was the one who was wrong. 

Mrs. Olesson stood in the doorway with a tray of little bags filled with penny candy. The girls yelled “trick or treat” in unison. Evan came down the steps behind her like a halo rising.

“Hey, Willa,” he said, checking out her costume. She twirled herself around and cackled her best witch laugh.

“Do you want to come with us? Rachel is coming.”

“Maybe I’ll catch you later,” Evan said with a plastic smile.

The before Evan would have come with us, would have never told Willa no.

“You should go dear,” Mrs. Olesson said to him. “It would do you good to get out for a while.” Her left eye twitched.

“Maybe I’ll catch up,” Evan repeated.

I turned before he could see the disappointment on my face.

It was almost nine o’clock when we finally made our way back up the street to our house.  The girls were dragging along, complaining that it was cold and they were tired and they wanted to see what they had gotten. They were already talking about swapping like they had jewels in their bags. We were just passing Evan’s house when he came walking up the drive toward the street. I let the girls run on to our house and waited.

“Hey,” I said, my teeth chattering from the chill.

“Hey,” Evan said. “How was it?  Did they get a lot of loot?”

I stuck my hands into my jacket pockets. “Yeah, they did pretty well.”

He hesitated a moment. Maybe he had been waiting for me.

“Do you want to come over?” I asked, at the same time he started to talk.

“Well, I’m going to cut
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