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When my third grade teacher Mrs. Blanchard said we were going to talk about the Battle

of the Bulge, I thought, I certainly hope so.  At that age, I was somehow under the impression

that the Battle was a diet plan, and Mrs. Blanchard sure could have used a little military

intervention.  I could swear I'd seen hyped television ads for a miracle powder that dissolved in

water, formed a chalky brown sludge, and blew away the pounds.

But when she dove into the basics of World War II, I shut her off.  Looking around, it was

clear the rest of the class had done the same, their eyes deceptively focused on the large woman

with the maps.  My eyes, though, wandered.

Straight to Amanda.

Amanda sat two rows ahead of me and one to the left.  In perfect view.  And she was

perfect.  She had chocolate hair done in a ponytail that dangled behind the small of her back,

bright green eyes, and the best smile in the class.

And she was an ice skater.

Throughout my life, I've fallen in love with ice skaters.  From Peggy Fleming to Dorothy

Hamill to Rosalind Sumner, I've always melted for graceful women floating on a sheet of ice.  But

Amanda was the first, and probably the reason for the rest.

The pond at the park froze over every winter, and everyone skated in the cold outdoors.

I'd gone since I was five, but was still stuck on double blades, and even then I fell on my face and

hands and elbows and knees and butt every ten seconds.  Amanda wore real skates, and never

once lost her balance.  I loved to stop on the ice and just watch her in her winter coat with the

hood and the furry edges, shuffling through the crowd.  Whenever I'd fall, she'd laugh, help me



up, and flit away across the surface, walking on frozen water.

Amanda lived down the street, and we were friends since kindergarten.  But when I turned

eight, I realized that Amanda was more than just someone to push me on a swing, play Monopoly

with on rainy days during recess, eat bologna sandwiches with on Saturdays, and talk to about

Mrs. Blanchard's weight on the bus ride home.

I realized she was a girl.  A perfect girl.

***

On the bus that day, I told Amanda about the diet plan, and she thought I was so silly.

She laughed and laughed, and how could I ever mind such a brilliant smile on Amanda's

wonderful face, especially when I was the cause?

"You're so funny, Todd.  See you tomorrow."  Amanda swayed her Barbie lunch box back

and forth at her side as she left the bus, smiling.  I watched her through the window, skipping

away as well as she could in rubber boots as the bus drove on to my stop.

Instead of watching television when I got home, I decided to play with my dog, Herb.

Herb was already a year old, and wouldn't be a cute little canine much longer, so I figured I

should play with him as much as possible while I was still bigger than him.  I loved Herb.  As

much as I loved Amanda.

Dad got home, happy and wondering what was for dinner.  I quickly abandoned Herb to

begin an adventure.

"Why don't we go out to eat, Dad?"  I told him how Valentine's Day was coming up, and I

had to get cards for the class.  Everyone got cards for the class on Valentine's Day.

"The kid knows how to make a woman happy," said Mom, coming in from the kitchen,

where she'd just taken three frozen dinners out.  She looked at Dad with playful, whimpering



eyes.  That and a quick peck on the cheek were enough to make my Dad pull out the keys.

Another quick peck, and the frozen dinners were back in the freezer and we were in the car.

At the restaurant, I asked Dad if I could have my March allowance early.

"You don't have to pay for the cards, Todd."

"I know.  I want to get something else.  I want to get some candy for my best friends."

Dad squinted his eyes, thought about it, made me suffer.  He saw the look in my eyes.  He

knew I wanted to get something for a girl.  He knew I wanted to get a real Valentine for Amanda.

I could feel it.  His silence tortured me.  His eyes flashed to Mom for a second, then back to me.

Dad grinned and handed over a dollar.  He pulled out a cigarette.

"How 'bout some O's, Todd, huh?"  Concentration swept across Dad's face, and three

smoke rings puffed out from between his lips.

"You always do O's, Dad.  Can't you do any other letters?"

Dad glared at me.  "You want to keep that dollar, huh?"

"Oh, yes, please Dad.  I like the O's."

Dad grinned and patted my shoulder.

***

After dinner, we walked to the department store.  Dad wandered to the clothes, while

Mom and I went to stationery.

"How about this, Todd?"  Mom held up a red, plastic wrapped box.  Inside was a bunch of

different kinds of small cartoon Valentines.

"Yeah, that's great.  I'll fill them out tonight."

"Maybe you'll try it in script this time, huh, Todd?"

"Not tonight.  I'm gonna go get the candy, okay, Mom?"



"I'll come with you.  It's right around the-"

"It's okay.  I can do it.  You can go to the cash register.  I'll meet you there.  It'll save

time."

They say when married people live with each other long enough, they start to look alike.

It's true.  Mom squinted her eyes exactly like Dad.  She knew!  Oh, God, even my mother knew I

was in love.  And she knew I was lying - I knew I couldn't get away with it.

"Okay.  Just hurry up, alright?"

"Sure.  Thanks."  A chill breezed through my chest.

As soon as she turned the corner, I rushed to the next aisle.  The real cards.  My eyes

darted up and down the rows splashed with red, white, and pink, with paper, foil, and doily.  I

found a card with a painting and big shiny hearts.  I don't remember the poem, but it was perfect.

I raced to the jewelry register, because I didn't want my Mom to see me buying the card.

On the way, I saw a display of lollipop hearts.  They looked so romantic, all those hearts floating

in the air on their sticks.  I took one with the card to the register.

$1.06.  I was heartbroken.  The lollipop was perfect.  Amanda would have thought it was

so special, the most special Valentine present she ever got.  But I couldn't afford it. Dad gave me

a whole dollar, and I didn't have six lousy cents extra.  I could feel my eyes about to well up.

Hoping I wouldn't burst out in tears, I looked up at the cashier, a sweet old woman who was

there probably to kill time, not because she needed the work.

"Don't worry about it."  She reached in her pocket, held up a nickel and a penny, and lit up

my life with the grandest smile.

When I found Mom, she squinted at the bag in my hand.  A wave of paranoia swept

though me, but quickly passed as Mom said that we should just get home.



I climbed into the back seat of the car, clutching my bag to me.  I'd made it through my

adventure without interrogation.  I was on top of the world.  Everything was working for me.  I

looked outside at the passing streetlights.  The car turned.

"Mom, Dad, do you think maybe the car doesn't really go anywhere, but maybe the whole

world is turning under the car, and it turns just the right way to get you where you want to go?

Could that happen?"

"Absolutely," Mom said without hesitation.

***

It rained on Valentine's Day that year.  Maybe I'd ask Amanda to play Monopoly or

something.

The day before, Mrs. Blanchard let all of us make our own mailboxes for the Valentines

we were sure to get the next day.  These mailboxes consisted simply of two pieces of red

construction paper stapled together at the edges with one end left open, but a competition quickly

arose to see who could decorate theirs the nicest.  By the time all the scissors and Elmer's glue

were put away, hundreds of little paper and doily hearts were all over the mailboxes.  I settled

with a single pink heart.

After lunch, everyone handed out their Valentines.  Mrs. Blanchard had us go up and

down each row, single file, to put a one in everyone's mailbox.  Girls gave other girls Valentines

with cartoon ballerinas who wore heart-shaped tiaras.  Boys gave other boys cartoon baseball

players with hearts on their uniforms.  The real mushy stuff was left for boy-girl trades.

I was very careful not to let anyone see me put the big red Hallmark envelope into

Amanda's mailbox.

During indoor recess, Amanda and I played with a jigsaw puzzle.  We were almost done,



but I couldn't figure out where my last two pieces went.  Amanda showed me the one piece she

had left.  She placed it, then skillfully put mine, one by one, into place.

"Amanda, I gave you a Valentine."

"I know.  Everybody did."

"No.  I gave you a real Valentine.  Look.  It's in your mailbox."  I walked Amanda to her

desk, her mailbox stuffed and taped to the front.

"Which one is it, Todd?"

"The big one."

I was blinded by her brilliant smile.  She ripped open the Hallmark envelope, took out the

big, beautiful, real card, and read it.

"Your script.  It's so good, Todd.  Thanks."

"I've been practicing."  I didn't lie to Mom.  I didn't write in script that night.  I'd waited

until the night before Valentine's Day to come up with the perfect message for Amanda, which

ended up saying how I was so glad we were such good friends, and Happy Valentine's Day.  "I

have something else for you, Amanda."

I went to my desk, where I'd hidden the lollipop all day for just the right moment.  I

reached in, behind my math and social studies books, and grabbed onto the stick.  When I pulled it

out, the candy was in pieces inside the plastic wrapper, still shaped mostly like a heart, but not

quite the same.  I almost cried as I looked up at Amanda, standing there, anticipating, smiling.  I'd

have trudged back to her desk, but instead she glided to me.

"This was for you.  It's broken.  I'm sorry."

"It's okay."

Amanda lifted her hand and showed me a Hershey's kiss.  She tugged on the little white



paper, and her fingers quickly ripped the crinkled red foil away.  She gave it to me.

It soon touched my lips.


