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“MANDY NELSON, WHAT are you doing over here? It couldn’t be to see the handsome boy who lives next door to me, could it?” 

Mrs. Parker stood on her porch, smiling as she spoke to Mandy. Mandy fought back embarrassment as she answered, “Our history teacher wants him to have these notes. Rick was sick Friday, and he missed class.”

“I guess that’s why he wasn’t at church with his family this morning.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s why. I’d better get these notes to him.”

“All right, honey. Have yourself a nice evening.”

“I will. You, too.”

Mandy fumed inside. Was it obvious to everyone she had a crush on Rick? He had a steady girlfriend, and there was little hope of him noticing her. She should be satisfied that she had steady dates. Yet, every time she saw Rick in the school hallway, she lost enthusiasm for anyone else. 

She continued her trek along the sidewalk to the brick bungalow where Rick lived with his parents and younger brother. Late spring sunlight flitted through the branches of pinon trees where small brown nuts ripened. 

She skirted the sharp yucca as she crossed the pebbled lawn and stepped onto the porch. She knocked and Mrs. Davis opened the door. “Hi, Mandy. What brings you here?”

Her gaze shifted to the stapled papers in Mandy’s hand.

Mandy held them out. “Finals are coming up, and Mr. Bartlett wanted Rick to have the notes from class on Friday. He asked me to bring them.”

“Come on in, honey. Rick’s in the living room with Sheryl.”

Mandy’s cheeks grew warm. “No. That’s okay. I have to get back. I just wanted to deliver the notes.”

“All right. Thank you. That was very sweet.”

Mandy hurried across the pebbled yard. It would have been awkward to make small talk with Rick and his girlfriend. An unreasonable fear gripped her that they would look at her and see the secret buried in her heart.

The long shadows of trees fell across the road. The breeze was warm and held the scent of lilac. Mid-May had chased away the evening chill that had remained in April. Summer would arrive soon, along with the chore of finding a job. She worked each summer and during holidays to help afford her coming college expenses.

Her thoughts drifted. Would Rick be going away to school? Their yearbook signing was tomorrow. Maybe she could find a way to ask. 

She swung through the back screen door. Her mom glanced at her before pulling a pan from the oven. The hearty smell of meatloaf filled the room. There would be mashed potatoes, too. Mom always made mashed potatoes with meatloaf. 

“Where’s Dad?” Mandy asked.

“In the living room with his nose in the newspaper.”

“I’ll tell him it’s time to eat.”

She found it hard to get his attention when she spoke to him. He finally looked up and said, “War is a terrible thing, princess.”

She sat next to him on the floral couch. “I know. It brings back bad memories for you.”

“It does. Now we’re sending all these boys to Vietnam. Some of your classmates will be going.”

Mandy pressed her hand to her chest. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Some of them won’t be coming back,” he added.

He continued the discussion during supper at the shiny Formica table in the kitchen. Mandy’s appetite waned. She’d studied enough about the Vietnam War to know it was frightening and brutal.

When the phone rang, Mandy jumped to get it. It was for her. She greeted Trent, one of the boys she sometimes dated.

Trent was tall, lanky, and self-assured. He was smart and would have been a better student if he had the attention span to keep his mind on his work.

“You wanna go with me to watch some races?” he asked.

“Are you racing?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

The kids congregated along Main Street where the road turned to dirt. The girls would sit together on the curb and watch their dates’ drag race.

Mandy hesitated. Since it wasn’t supervised, her mom and dad wouldn’t like it if they found out. She’d have to be evasive.

“Okay. What time?” she asked Trent.

“I’ll pick you up at six-forty-five.”

When she hung up, her parents were having coffee at the table. She replaced the wall phone and faced the dirty dishes piled in the sink.

“If I get these loaded in the dishwasher, can I hang out with Trent for a little while?”

“Where are you going?” her dad asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe for ice cream or a walk along the river.”

“No movies. It’s a school night, and you’ll be out too late.” 

“No movie,” Mandy agreed. “I have a history final in the morning. I’ll do a quick review before bed.”

“Be back by nine.”

“Okay.”

She loaded the dishwasher, put away the leftovers, and wiped down the counter and stove. She had fifteen minutes left to get ready.

Trent arrived just after Mandy brushed her hair and touched up her make-up. She wore the yellow V-neck pantsuit she’d changed into after church. 

When she came downstairs, she found Trent waiting in the formal sitting room. Her dad would be mentally critiquing Trent’s straight black hair that touched his collar.

“Hi, I’m ready,” Mandy said.

“Nine o’clock,” her dad reminded her. 

“Okay.” She waved and scooted out the door.”

“They keep you on a short leash,” Trent grumbled.

“I know. We have finals this week, and I do need to study tonight.”

The latest she could ever negotiate for a curfew was eleven-thirty. Trent’s parents were fine with midnight.

Trent lowered the windows and the air blew in their faces as they turned onto Main Street. They drove past stores until they got to the movie theater. After that, the road turned into dirt. 

Trent pulled into a spot at the side of the road and Mandy hopped out. Trent said, “I’m going to see when I can get into the race. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Mandy saw a group of girls she knew sitting on the hood of a Maverick that belonged to one of them. Ahead, the sound of engines told them the races had started. 

“May I join you,” she asked the girls.

“Sure. Kathy moved down a bit and Mandy hopped up beside her. From her perch, she could see the cars shrieking along the road.

“You’re with Trent, huh?” Kathy asked.

“Yeah. I only have until nine. My parents want me to study for finals.”

Kathy chuckled. “My parents would ground me if they knew I was here.”

“Yeah. Mine wouldn’t be too happy either,” Mandy said.

Trent returned and told her when he would be driving. They sat together and watched the others until it was his turn. Then, Mandy rejoined the girls she knew who sat atop the hood of the Maverick. 

Trent pulled his car to the starting line. When the flag went down, he hit the gas. The cars sped beside each other for the first few seconds until Trent took the lead. He was pushing at least ninety when something went wrong. 

He spun wildly to the right. The car flipped and landed on its hood with a crunch. Everyone jumped from the hoods and stood in horror.

One of the boys jerked open the driver’s door. “Better call an ambulance,” he shouted. 

Though Mandy had been numb, the realization of what had happened shook the fog from her brain. If the boys hadn’t helped Trent from the car, he must be really hurt. They were talking to him and shouting his name. Yet, he didn’t emerge.

A group of girls had run the block to the theater to borrow the phone. Though Mandy was terrified of what she would see, she forced her trembling legs to carry her to Trent’s car.

The boys were still attempting to rouse him. Mandy heard him groan. She peeked in and saw that he had blood on the side of his face. 

“Trent, can you move?” she asked.

He tried to lift his head off the steering wheel. His eyes flickered and closed. 

At least he was alive. 

A few minutes later, the girls came back, breathless as they said an ambulance was on the way. By now, most of the kids had fled the scene, fearful of punishment for the unlawful and dangerous assembly. 

The sound of the siren pierced the air, and Mandy saw flashing lights coming down the block. The ambulance pulled alongside Trent’s damaged car and the paramedics jumped out. Everyone cleared the way while they assessed Trent. After a few moments, they carefully maneuvered him from the car and onto a stretcher.

“Your folks are meeting us at the hospital,” they told him.

Kathy took Mandy’s arm. “We’ll take you home.”

Mandy froze, staring at Trent as they loaded his stretcher. Was she abandoning him to turn and leave? Yet what could she do?

One of the boys gave her a gentle nudge. “We’re going to the hospital. Give me your number and I’ll call and tell you how he’s doing.”

One of the boys scribbled it on a scrap of paper he pulled from his pocket. She hoped they’d remember to call.

Kathy led her to the Mustang where three other girls waited for rides home. 

She sat in front with Kathy. The others piled into the back. She wondered how long it would be before she got an update on Trent.

From the back seat, Julie patted her shoulder. “He’ll be okay.”

“I hope so.” Mandy’s eyes filled with tears. Trent wasn’t the love of her life, but she did care about him. 

When she walked into the house shortly after eight o’clock, her parents gave her questioning looks.

“You’re back early,” her mom said.

They switched off the television when they saw the tears on her cheeks. Mandy sank into a wingback armchair next to the couch.

“We went to the drag spot on Main Street to watch the guys race. Trent had an accident and he’s in the hospital. I’m waiting for a call to see if
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