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#7 Let ter from the Editors  
 

We the editors, while pleased to offer you another issue of our burgeoning little 

online magazine, are trying to figure out whatõs so special about Issue 7.  It 
isnõt our anniversary issue (stay tuned for February 2008, when Blood Lotus 

will celebrate two years!).  The newness of our lovely archives page, where weõve 
collected all the wonderful work of our previous six issues, may have worn off a 
bit, but we still think everything before now is just as worthy of your attention.  

We did nõt even set out in our reading this fall to create a themed issueñbut 
never yet have we read so many pieces about war, poverty, the environment, 

and the general malaise of the masses.  So here it is, Issue 7, our inadvertent 
òpolitical issue.ó 

Let us be c lear: we are not interested in endorsing a specific political 

party or school of thought.  At the same time, we are completely unafraid to be 
controversial, and we find that many of the 300+ writers who are submitting 
their work to Blood Lotus for each qua rterly issue seem to feel the same way.  

Our mission is and will always be to promote work which takes risks.  
First, we must direct your attention to the second new feature of our web 

site (the first being this address of you, our readers): a  music column poet and 
activist Rane Arroyo.  Please revisit the poem he wrote for our journal on the 
homepage, then treat yourself to his review of three musical artists who are 

composing from the same places and with the same fervor as the writers youõll 
find here.  W hy a music column?  Because art is art.  Believe Arroyo  when he 
insists that we òcan still spark revolutions outside and insideó of ourselves. 

Like the art?  Make sure you look at the Poetry, Fiction, and Creative 
Nonfiction pages for a few minutes before diving into the writing, because while 

trying to avoid a too -holiday color scheme with our somewhat somber charcoal 
and cream, we think Maxwell Thurman and Peter Schwartz do a great job of 
punching up the palette, and the gorgeous cover photo by Lafayette Wattles 

could symbolize any artist in any lifetime.   
Now, deep breath.  And another.  

We think the nonfiction in this issue creates the perfect inversion.  The 
piece by Jamie Rand is a terrifying bit of memoir by a young soldier just 
returned from Iraq, an d with a chilling story about the day the war really  began 

for him.  The soldier Jamie has a hard time conveying to òciviliansó at bars 
what fear really is, but the writer Jamie does so with moving realism.  John 

Pahleõs piece is the average civilian personified, as the speaker takes a stroll 
through his Michigan town with a sack of freshly baked rolls heõs purchased at 
a bakery where ònot much is differentó than it was a hundred years ago.  Pahle 

muses over a bulletin board rife with events both current an d historic to his 
town; his thoughts begin with the trivial òpancake breakfast, sublet available, 
lawn mowers tuned up and blades sharpenedó and ends up with òPlato was 

right; only the dead have seen the end of war.ó  Just as he delves into 
reminiscing abo ut a friendõs personal tragedy on the Afghanistan front lines, he 
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stops abruptly, having run out of his snack, and heads back to the bakery, 
where things are òunbroken and unchanging.ó 

Issue 7õs fiction serves up two stories about doomed relationships by 
Amy Prodromou and Jamie Lin; a longer story by Darren Akerman about two 

very different adolescent boys, their unlikely friendship, and the town they 
rebel against in more ways than one; and a disturbing but fascinating 
portraiture by James Hritz of an obses sive compulsive who gives one 

confession after another and collects words in Mason jars.  These stories 
feature varying degrees of the dark sides of humanity; while not overtly 
political, the argument can be made that their authors have effectively 

capture d the turbulence and chaos of this modern era and funneled it into 
downward -spiraling characters who themselves embody the very idea that the 

personal IS political.  That the personal trials we daily undergo to keep 
ourselves afloat are reflections of what õs going on around us. 

The poems of this issue are more succinct offerings of the same 

sentiments, and are some of the strongest weõve published to date.  Work by 
Mark Brown and Michael Angelo Tata insists on the relevance of the gay 

experience, and Tataõs poem reminds us of James Schuylerõs aestheticñ
narratives rich with details and just a bit of attitude.  Margaret Mason Tate 
dilates the experience of an afternoon swimming to connect with other places 

and come to the belief that òeach generation thinks / it invented bad behavior, 
/ good sex, / and yearning.ó  Jeanine Hall Gailey, a poet who recasts fairy tales 
and comic books to expound on the female experience, discusses childlessness 

and children in two different poems.  A piece by Joshua Young is all ab out 
what is expected of us, from hetero marriage to what causes an erection.  

Allison Taj, Joseph Kerschbaum, and Paul Hostovsky are more directly political 
in poems about Muslim wives, soldiers as òpawns in a war,ó and our social 
infatuation with everythi ng from the retelling of morbid stories to Britney 

Spears.  Lastly, Rachel Bennett and Frederick Pollack both offer poems about 
how hard it is to write poems of importance today.  

We hope you enjoy the art and writing of #7 as much as we enjoyed 

putting it together and presenting it to you.  Personal stories, past and present, 
continue to inspire us because, to quote Arroyo once more, òThis is why art 

matters: ghosts need to be honored for their years of scars.ó  We appreciate, 
especially in these times, in this country, all of you who insist that your scars 
be seen.  This very act is political.  

 
Sincerely,  

 
The Editors  
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Paul Hostovsky  
 

DRIVING TO WORK WITH BRITNEY SPEARS  
 

  
I donõt care what anyone says, 
Iõve had to pee so bad in traffic  

Iõve pulled over in the breakdown lane 
where the courtships of small animals go on  
in the ravines. Iõve been so full of shit 

Iõve had to turn the radio on 
just to drown me out. But I like  

her voice. I like her signature  
low note, that guttural thing she does  
that sounds like pushing. Like sheõs 

climbed down into a ravine and sheõs squatting 
there among the animals, pushing.  

It could be a bowel movement. It could be  
a baby. It could be a second baby. Baby, baby,  
itõs very effective, whatever it is, and I donõt 

care what you think because Iõm happy 
singing along on my way to work,  
my thumbs keeping time on my steering wheel,  

my head full of bullshit and beauty and Britney  
Spears pushing and singing and making babies.  
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Paul Hostovsky  
 

PERFECT FORGIVENESS   
 

  
He left his wife and threw his back out  
packing books and clothes into his Toyota  

and drove in hybrid pain to his Aunt Edieõs 
who lived with her dementia in a house in Easton  
  

and stayed with her for a month and everyday  
she was pleasantly surprised to see him  

and asked him what he did to his back  
and asked him what he did to his marriage  
  

and the repetition was good for him and good  
for her because she couldnõt remember and he 

couldnõt forget as the days passed and his 
lonel iness and pain increased so they sat  
  

together at her kitchen table and she listened  
as he told the painful story again and again  
and each time he told it a little different  

and each time she heard it for the first time  
  

and shook her head at the same sa d and truly  
unforgivable parts which were all true  
and took his plate to the sink and promptly forgot  

took his plate and washed it completely clean  
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Paul Hostovsky  
 

WHAT THEY D ID TO THOSE PEOPLE   
 

  
When we heard what they did to those people we  
imagined o urselves in their place at first those people  

to whom it was done those poor frightened people  
who probably didnõt believe it at first when they heard 
it was being done to them and oh my god the children  

who didnõt know that people could do such things 
and  have always done such things but when we tried  

to imagine how people could do such things we couldnõt 
we couldnõt imagine it couldnõt imagine ourselves 
in their place at all those people who did those things  

because we believe that we could never do those  things  
we who teach our children to love all people including  

such people as would do such things to us who imagine  
we are different from such people who do such things  
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Allison Taj  
 

OPERATION DESERT FREEDOM   
  

òItõs kind of like bullying ants,ó He said, 
òYou know, pouring Tabasco sauce on them 
before squashing them .ó  I didnõt know, 

but fought not to judge him. I was a pauper  
begging for his memories like the women  

who begged by the road for food  as he rolled  
with the rest of the convoy through their tow n.    
òYeah, we did that,ó he said, embarrassed  

when I asked if he ever tried to get  
the Muslim women to lift their veils,  

to show their faces or legs for soldiersõ rations. 
òYou just donõt see them as people,ó he said.  

  
I listened, imagined what it must  be like  
for these women returning home with  

the food.   Do they hide it from their neighbors?  
Feed it to the children only at night  
far away from disdainful, watching eyes  

afraid of their husbandõs wrath for speaking 
to, begging from Americans? The soldier   

wasnõt aware that one tear shown, bare  
ankle could bring about eternal shame.  
He didnõt think of the violent tradition  

of those Shiõah men who refuse to see  
women as equal, how they also  
bully them as ants , reigning fire hot fists  

upon hidden faces  pouring out prayers  
before killing them .  
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Frederick Pollack  

 

LUCIDITY   

  
At any moment, all the poems  

you could ever write hover  
between you and the leaf -strewn lawns,  
bland prospects of your neighborhood,  

the more distant abstractions  
of politics, the horror  

of age.  Theyõre a kind 
of counter -broadcasting, a cable channel  
no one is watching, including you.  

A babyõs abandoned mitten 
on a low stone ledge  

could theoretically  
fill infinite metaphors, but all  
you think about is that oppressive  

infinity and B orges.  
Two nymphets chatter, wearing  
the same pink T -shirt in some kind  

of solidarity; they are  
attended by the gods  

of genetics, who hopefully  
will guide the sinews of the blonde, the blobs  
of the redhead to beauty.   At outside tables,  

the professional fa ces 
above dogs, beside phones,  

could be tiles in a wall  
of supreme compassion but arenõt; 
they read and you create  

the dull poem of the world,  
that aimless epic.   In an eccentric orbit  
between the outer gasbags and the sun,  

one day a ship appears.   Itõs huge, 
and transmitting garbage.   Its presence  

unites mankind, i.e., all chiefs of staff.  
Eventually we decode.   Heõs big, 
a kind of soulful jellyfish starfish  

floating repulsively in a tank.  
His race is dying.   He wants our help.   We give none.  
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Joseph Kerschbaum  
 

DROWNING THE  OCEAN (BLEACHING THE WHITE NOISE )  
 

  
Their marching is hushed like whispers or rumors.  
  

The synchronized stomping of feet sounds like thousands of clocks ticking 
toward  
a moment of silence.  

  
The soldiers are pawns in a war much like  watches can't run backwards.  

  
Ordered to march, so the soldiers march until they are told to halt but that 
order  

never comes.  
  

They march all the way to ocean cliffs where they drop off like seconds lost in 
sleep.  
  

All they have been told is the oce an is a problem long unresolved.  
  
Even before they take that first step in unison their uniforms are empty.  

  
Armed hollow shells of soldiers marching toward the sea like days are 

powerless  
to not follow each other toward the apocalypse.  
  

No heads sprou ting from the collars, no fists clinched at the end of sleeves 
means  
no hands to shake, no faces to remember.  

  
Point them in the direction of those cliffs, wait for the sound of the waves  

to dissipate as the soldiers fill the ocean.  
  
Wait until this sol ution is no longer the desired variable but the new constant  

that needs solved.  
  

Wait until you can't tell who is winning, when you can't discern quiet marching  
from waves breaking against rocks, when they are the same thing.  
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Rachel Bennett  
 

DENOTATION   
 

 
They told me,  
"Not one word  

over what is,"  
and all song    
ceased. I could not  

write my name.  
 

They told me  
it was simpler  
and proffered unity  

and proffered relief.                                                          
 

I saw a boat.  
I wrote boat.  
I did not think  

coat, stoat, smote,  
sail, ocean, salt air,  

lost.  
 
I saw a boat.  

I could not write  
swan.  But I dreamed of you  

in ink, your skin's incongruous  
benediction of skin and thing  
at once:  

 
sun, leaf, anchor,  
rabbit, circle, knife.  

 
I begged you t o cut  

away my eyes,  
but it was forbidden  
as dreams would be.  

 
Every body was body. "The rain  

is someone crying," someone said,  
and they killed him.  
 

In my last dream  
you held your palms to the glass  
and gave me two closed eyes,  
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Rachel Bennett  
 

then closed your fingers  
over the last possible thing.  
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Joshua Young  
 

TUXEDO FITTINGS AND GUM   
  

 
his brotherõs wedding was supposed to be spectacularñ 
that is the word his mother used                             òspectacularó  

  
so, being the best man and all  
he goes to the fitting, all the tapes  

  
and buttons and pins                          pulled  

from tomatoes filled with sand  
  
the woman measures his waist from her knees, her fingertips  

slipping past his waistband, checks the tightness           she asks him  
  

questions like  òare you excited?ó  
òhow do you know the groomó  
òwhat do you do for work?ó  

  
she lifts her eyes to his for the answers     he quivers  
at that touch, another woman, and his blood moves  

  
his penis moves, itõs as though her skin touches his  

he only feel s skin, even when there are layers  
  
and thinks about her naked  

body, all those young curves and bumps, the way  
  
she might walk differently unclothed, but who hasnõt  

had that flashbulb pop and Iõm sure weõve all been  
  

guilty of that, like shopliftin g gum  
from register displays  
  

the Extra Winter Fresh he stole  
so kids at school would stop calling him  

ònasty breathó  
  
then, he thought that gum was for people  

with bad breath cause his father said cologne  
  
was for people who didnõt shower, and naturally  

he thought those rules applied to gum so, he slid  
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Joshua Young  
 

the package into his shorts                            that night  
his mother found him chewing  

  
with his head down, he returned the gum and apologized  
and his mother paid ñthe cashier smirked   he, the kid,  

  
assumed the smirk was because the cashier knew about gumõs one purpose  
but the cashier found the apology endearing, or perhaps cute  

  
the kid, defeated    

  
whenever he chews gum he thinks of that cashier, even now  
that he knows it wasnõt about the breath  

  
and here at the tailors, her on her knees in front of him, he canõt help  

but feel the climb of lust into his skin  
  
it tightens and pulls as though he asked it to  
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Jeanine Hall Gailey  
 

THE NIGHT I  REALIZE I  WON'T BE ABLE TO HAVE CHILDREN   
   

 
I am slow dancing in my living room  
with my too -tall husband as the stereo  

hums Mazzy Starõs òFade Into You.ó 
The darkõs so bright itõs shining. It is cold. 
  

I think frantically of gifts  
I will never pass down to you,  

all my never -to-be-born chi ldren:  
Barbie dolls, wedding dress, my damaged DNA.  
  

I will write, I know that already.  
And I will always have time  

to learn new things. Instead of wrestling  
with toddlers, I will take up a language,  
  

possibly exotic, perhaps Portuguese.  
We two will neve r be a family, as  
weõve come to think of families  

on television or in books:  
  

four heads around a table,  
three bodies walking through a park,  
two children squabbling at a motherõs feet. 

We will continue to be two.  
  
And I will grow old without you,  

my c hildren, I will never worry over you  
at night, your cough, your piercings, your prom dates.  

Doctors have taken these little fears.  
  
In the years to come, I will look back  

on tonight, wonder how I took it all  
so calmly, barely stopping my feet  

from shuff ling across the dim winter light.  
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Jeanine Hall Gailey  
 

THE PRINCESS AND HER SWAN BROTHERS   
  

 
My father made a casket for each son  
  

so I might inherit the kingdom  
  
all I could do was pick nettles, nettles  

  
shirts for my swan siblings  

  
I lived in a cav e and a king found me  
  

I would not speak and he took me to a castle  
  

but all I would do was weave nettles, nettles  
  
I could not speak a word and then  

  
my brothers the swans visit me at night  
  

weep tears on blistered fingers.  
  

If I speak they will be birds forever  
  
the king wanted me for his bride  

  
I could not speak  
  

his people tried to burn me  
  

my hands full of nettles and feathers  
  
I wept but could not speak  

  
The flames startle upwards  

  
my brothers your shirts made of nettles, here  
  

in the sk y seven swans circled the village crying  
  
and the swans flew out of the sky human  
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Jeanine Hall Gailey  
 

I opened my mouth to speak  
  

the sound like air rushing through white feathers  
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Margaret Mason Tate  
 

AFTERNOON AT LAKE JOCASSEE   
  

 
winds blow west from  

better, worldly pl acesñ 
              Morocco, Greece,  
              unnamed islands ñ 

bringing with them the ashes  
of centuries and longing  

  
the Carolina clay of which i  
was born, which colors my hair  

and my attitude, slips through  
my fingers, back into the lake water,  

glinting and winking and  
plopping and gliding down  
to the bottom, settling back in ñ 

to its telos  between my rejoicing toes  
  

how many times have i been here,  
in different incarnations? ðin  the wombs  
of my female kin, in the deliberate gaits  

of the famil y menfolk?  
  
could they smell  

the Moroccan saffron, even then, without  
the luxury of geography? did they hear  

the faint, exultant opas  echoing across  
the muddy water?  
  

each generation thinks  
it invented bad behavior,  

good sex,  
and yearning.  
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Michael Angelo Tata  
 

PROGRESS NARRATIVE   
  

 
Absolutely nothing got  
accomplished in my life  

today ñand I mean nothing,   
and I mean my life : zero.    

At 11:30 the phone rang,  
and I was sleeping (up õtil  
5 listening to Crystal Waters  

remixes and writing letters).    
I waited until the answering  

machine picked up (Who  
doesnõt?  Telephones can  
be such a trap).   It was BB,  

just calling to say he hit the  
skids and wouldnõt be coming  
to the City for the weekend.    

Then he told me about a terrible  
stabbing two streets  away from  

our old apartment and hung up.    
Well, that depressed me so  
much I went back to sleep  

until 1:30, when my mother  
called.   She was watching  

Leah, Susannaõs new baby.   
òBaby Leah is going to gurgle  
into the phone for you.ó  I told  

her that  when Iõm in California,  
Iõll be taking the Mercedes  
down the PCH to visit Cha -Cha  

in Malibu, and she interjected,  
òThere was a reporter from  

Philadelphia at the OJ trial ñ 
he went out to grab a sandwich  
and had a terrible accident ñhe 

died.   Those road s out there are  
treacherous.ó  Sheõs still a little  

girl ñneither of us will ever  
grow up.   Then the little girl  
who is my mother hung up  

to go feed Leah, and I threw  
on some underwear ñdo other  
people talk to their mothers  
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naked?   The phone rang ñthis  
time I didnõt pick up, and the  

mystery caller hung up.   It rang  
again, and I thought òHa!  Iõll  
find out who that was!,ó  but it  

was only Bill, who had not  just  
called and hung up, my previous  

call a mystery for all time (gotta  
get Caller ID). Bill  was a mess  
about Swimmerboy and wanted  

to know the 411 on Lotterina and  
had a lot to say about Sharon Stone,  
when the other line blipped and  

it was Nelson, who was coming  
over to pick up his sweater.   I  

talked to Bill some more, when  
the door buzz er buzzed: òItõs  
Pachuquito from LA ñlet me in.ó   

Bitch ñbuzz.   Then back to Bill  
and Nelson in a Pepsi shirt, smart  

ass.   I hung up and made a protein  
shake, as I cursed lõĆtre Supreme 
because there were no ice cubes  

and all the bananas had fruit flies .   
I drank my shake leisurely and  

made that little honey walk my  
ass to Crunch Fitness, where  
Mistress America was waiting  

and we talked too much (òContempa!   
Look at that colorblock sweater!    
Mommy and Me!ó) and I had  

to skip my abs, but then this g uy  
in the locker room who bartends  

at Crobar was there with his  
sculpted sixpack and I thought  
to myself,   òSee, youõll never look  

like that.ó  A steamy douche made  
me feel better and since the day  

was already shot I ran over to  
Starbucks for lemon -iced angel - 
food and the café du jour ñitõs  

not like I had time to run home  
and eat a real meal, since I  

promised Bill Iõd meet him  
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at the Gap, 8th and Bõway,  
5:30 p.m.   Lord only knows  

where heõs taking meñBanditos?    
Some trash pit.   Thanks to Ben  
Franklin, itõs dark by now.  Only  

the EXIT sign shines bright, like  
a Warhol Electric Chair  silkscreen  
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Mark Russell Brown  
 

A SENSE OF M ISPLACE   
  

 
Rural Kentucky plus gay equals  
ache of never feeling planted  

  
when all around you  
are rows and rows  

  
of tobacco rooted  

so deep it canõt be pulled. 
  
I couldnõt tap  

this soil for pabulum  
  

or grip the clods  
that others held tight.  
  

I never conjured  
the magic of plunging  
  

gnarled fingers  
into this hard clay.  

  
I was the anti -farmer,  
the odd non -member,  

  
the alfalfa sprout that flaunted  
its clean, blanched root  

  
obscenely in the air.  
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#7 Fiction  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
Anthropology  

 

 
by Peter Schwartz  
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Amy Prodromou  
 

MARCH HOLLOWS   
 
 
In Sydney, things happen in scenes.   And I see myself the major player.   I am a 
girl, who suddenly catches sight of herself in a trainõs double-glass doors.   I am 
there at the instant she becomes aware of the dormant power lying just within a 
certain tilt of her neck.   I am lecherous, watching her.   Feel the air become 
slightly l ess charged when she leaves.   I find myself within a group of adolescent 
boys.   When 1994 was a long time ago ñthe colour of burnt sienna.   We almost 
smell like men.   I am posing now in the middle of a baseball swing, invisible bat 

raised above a large fore arm.   I have a story to illustrate.   I am for a second 
dazed in Sydneyõs underground, an old woman with dyed lilac hair sitting on a 
bench.   I have chosen my skirt carefully to match.   As the train pulls up, I feel the 
wind rush in from the tunnel to lift my lacquered hair.   Feel the sudden chill on 
my scalp.   I am toothless, stinking, dirty.   My skin has become the colour of 
oxidized iron or dried -up blood, a colour that grows naturally on my skin if I do 
not wash it off.   It claims possession of me.   Unad ulterated.  

Au Naturel.  

I could have been anybody.  But I was Elizabeth.  In Sydney.   Six years 
ago.   
 

***  
 

Paul had left a candle burning in their bedroom.   Elizabeth noticed it as 
she moved towards the front door.   It caught and mimicked the late -after noon 
shadows forming just outside the window.   It illuminated ñjust so ña fine layer 

of ash that covered the new hardwood floors and somewhat prematurely aged 
the fresh white paint on the walls.  

The day before, the ceiling fan in their bathroom had overheate d, caused 

a minor fire, and then scattered a fine powder of ash around their new house 
before blowing itself out.   Of course there was much to be grateful for.   The 

house was still standing.   And the paint in the backroom looked almost 
untouched.   And of c ourse the furniture had all been covered.   Thank god they 
had not yet had time to remove the couches from their protective plastic.  

So there was just the small matter of the ash to attend to.   The ash and 
the wedding.   The ash covered every inch of availab le surface in the house, 

though was less obvious in the back rooms.   Like a sort of visible silence, it 
covered the floors of the front room, the living room, the dining room; it floated 
onto the kitchen counters, worked itself into the top -most corners an d light 

fixtures to settle finally across the backdoor screen, lending a darker shade to 
the netting there.    

So just this ash to see to before the wedding.   Before her mother and 

father arrived next week.   It was August in Australia, but Elizabeth would w ear 
the dress she had always imagined she would to her wedding, her summer  
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Amy Prodromou  
 

wedding.   She would wear a simple white dress, crocheted, with yellow flowers 
on the straps.   So simple that some people might not even know she was 

getting married and would think she was out for the day on a picnic.   The 
reception hall ña renovated castle ñwould offset its simplicity.   She could 
already see the picture album and how the yellow flowers would stand out 

underneath grey arches.  
But first she needed to see to all of this .  The ash and the silence.   She 

could do it.   In a week.   She had been in worse situations.     

And Paul had left her a candle.   Had left her with that stubborn human 
faith in the power of light to heal.      

It would be five months since she had known him.   Hardly any time at 
all, Elizabethõs rational mind told her, to be getting married.  And yet maybe 
time enough.   She remembered, even at the beginning, how they had fallen 

comfortably into being a couple before she realised that she had only known 
him a w eek.  It was only when she put it to herself like that that she felt any 

amount of shock.  Because it didn't feel like she was moving too quickly.   
Setting herself up for disappointment.   Everything felt almost frighteningly 
normal.  

And when they met in l ate March it had been a sort of falling towards 
one another.   They had met in a club on George Street.   A club not renowned 
for its flavour of men; indeed, Elizabeth was not thinking of other men.   She 

was full of those she had left behind, in Cyprus.  
  

*** 
 

And yet, there Paul was (òPeulló it was pronounced, with a hard ôlõ, though 

Elizabeth could only ever pronounce it in its anglicised, biblical form).   He was 
in front of her now.   Smiling and nodding, his eyebrows raised, his face open 
and honest.   She couldnõt think of how exactly they had started talking.  

Perhaps she had taken a step to the left and bumped into his shoulder.   One of 
them must have said òSorry.ó  

She must have leaned in first.   Because his mouth was warm and soft.   
She sucked at the ta nginess of the beer still on his tongue.   His kiss was wide 
and generous.   He gave to her with his mouth.  

It was something she had missed, this searching within the thick, 
fragrant nightclub air.   The way the music fell to a low insistent drumming in 

the ear.   The way the people around her blurred into one another, like a picture 
of streaming city lights taken from a moving car.   She knew every part of it, 
from the surface of the painted faces, to the thighs and hips beneath swaying 

fabric, all the way to the deep hollow that tugged and pulled from somewhere 
just below her ribcage.   He was moving towards this hollow now ñlulled 
precisely because it is unassuming ñmoving, as things will, to occupy a void.   

And she wanted to push him deeper into it; holding on to the back of his neck, 
she anchored him to her, felt him lean and fall inward.  
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Elizabeth timed the precise moment when the swelling seemed to peak, 
and stepped back, as if coming up for air.   They looked at one another and 

laughed, surprised by the inte nsity of the kiss, embarrassed now.   Paul raised 
a thumb to his eyebrow.  

Something in her rippled and was smooth for a moment.  

It was then she supposed that she found out his name.   And that he was 
French.   From the Pyrenees.   He had learned English in I reland, and the Irish 
lilt broke out every so often from his thick French accent.   Probably the amount 

of alcohol caused her to focus on this almost obsessively.  
òBut of course!ó òNot at all!ó òOui oui oui!ó  

Her friends had already left.   Elizabeth was a ware enough to know that 
she was now unsteady on her high heels.   Paul alternately held her hand and 
wrapped his arm around her shoulder to steady her.   His step was athletic.   He 

steered her securely towards Hyde Park.  
She pissed behind the bushes.  

They stood in the middle of a concrete pathway, the streetlight full on 
them.  

Flooding them against the trees.  

His òHsó were soft.  
As they kissed, she touched his face. Traced the soft lines of his jaw with 

her finger. Rubbed her thumb against the stubble t here. She felt him hard 

against her stomach. She had to hold onto his waist to keep from falling 
backwards and sinking into the flood of light.  

His hands were moving over her thighs.   Underneath her skirt, over the 
lift of her buttocks, pulling at her und erwear. As though standing somehow 
outside of herself, she let him slide his fingers under them, noticed his 

breathing getting heavier. Then the fingers reached further inward, under her. 
With a quick breath, she drew away from him abruptly.  

The streetlig hts faded as the sky lightened.  

She said, òI'm cold,ó and he untied his light beige and grey jumper from 
around his waist. He helped her into it, and Elizabeth allowed herself to be 

dressed. When she'd put both arms through the soft fabric, she stood befo re 
him, limply, and he held both ends together, zipping her up. The sound of the 
zip propelled Elizabeth back to her childhood, and suddenly she was facing her 

mother in a bulky winter coat.   The zipper had about it the sound of surrender.  
òThere,ó he said, and was suddenly fatherly. òNow I'll have to see you 

again to get it back.ó  
Oui oui oui. But of course.   
 

***  
 

But the next day Elizabeth woke up, and, unable to picture his face, broke into 

a panic.   A rising nausea grew in her stomach and she recogn ized this as more 
than just the signs of alcohol leaving her body.   She rose and looked at herself  
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in the mirror.   Her lips were unusually red.   Wandering back towards the bed, 
she saw the jumper ñshe had thrown it on her couch, then on her bed, where it 

lay sprawled, one arm thrown across the hump in the blankets. She picked it 
up and smelled it. It had the faint odour of cologne, cigarette smoke, and 
clinging nightclub air.  

When she met Paul that evening, he was crisp and wide -eyed.  Taller and 
better loo king than she remembered.   He had a straight nose and a pursed, 
neat mouth. She was relieved when he took out his pack of cigarettes.   They 

sat awkwardly at first, trying to grow into the intimacy of the night before.   
Paul's hand cupped her knee.   It was eager.  Animated.  

He was waiting to meet her on her way back from the bathroom.   The 
kiss he gave her was forceful and familiar.   She had spilt wine on her jeans, 
and he smoothed the spot with his hand, as if he could brush it off.   She 

grabbed it.  
òIt's okay. It'll dry.ó  

 But he kept her hand in his. With her thumb she absently smoothed his 
large knuckles.  

 

***  
 

At her house, Paul voluntarily chose to watch Moulin Rouge  from the pile of 

DVDs in her cabinet.  
On the couch they couldn't get comfortable. Every time Elizabeth moved, 

his elbow jabbed into her. Her lower back twisted to fit alongside his hips. They 
pretended not to notice. Her arm fell asleep in time to Paul's soft humming.  

It was only getting later. They would have to go to bed at some poin tñ

Paul lived too far away to go home now. They had only managed to finish half a 
glass of wine each.  

Elizabeth stared at Paul's feet in white sport socks, criss -crossed under 
her own. She propped herself up on her elbow. The blood rushed forward in 
relief .  

Paul carefully prepared for bed. He spent a long time in the bathroom. 
When he came out he hopped neatly over her and lay next to the wall. They 
kissed for a little while, the hollow receding to a damp pull within them. 

Elizabeth knew it had to be over quickly ñthis intimacy sat like an awkward 
child swinging its legs on a bench.    

 He was no longer polite. The force of his thrusting left her dry and 
bewildered.  

He took off the condom with an irritated snap.  

It was nice to have someone to sleep next to.  
 

***  
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In the morning she woke before he did.   He came outside to join her later.   He 
seemed to have settled into her house during the night, the walls and shadows 

growing comfortably around him.   He sat on the wooden chair next to her, 
blow ing on his tea.   He pointed to two birds huddled together on the stone wall.  

òLook at them. They are like an old married couple. Look. He's kissing 

her.ó  
Elizabeth thought that it is always bizarre to see the way affection is 

manifested in the animal kin gdom. Surely, birds can't kiss. They cannot 

process an emotion so highly evolved as endearment, or the growing into of one 
another's habits, the resigned acceptance of what cannot be changed.   And yet 

there they were.   Their faces touching.   The smaller on e's shoulder tucked 
securely beneath the other's wing.   They bowed their heads together.  

Inside Elizabeth, something rippled. She thought, òThere is no loneliness 

like theirs.ó 
Funny how we assume the larger bird is the male, though with birds it is 

mostl y the opposite.   
  

***  

 
In the early days, Elizabeth felt that she had been hit over the head with 
normality, and it felt wonderfully strange.   There were no deep, dark layers to 

Paul.   Everything about him could be read at a glance in the open spread of h is 
features, in the absence of lines around his mouth, in the way his ears stuck 

out eagerly.   There was no hidden turmoil, no tortured soul waiting to be 
unearthed.   He walked her to her bus stop. Bought her chocolate milk 
(remembered to get soy) in the m orning.  

 
***  

 

They were sitting in a café on Oxford Street . Paul's right side sloped in 
his chair, aligned with the angle of the uneven sidewalk.  

òSo you never introduced me to your friends.ó  
It was true.   Paul was her secret.   Her hurried breath at ni ght.   He broke 

himself on her during those nights, but always seemed to steady himself in the 

morning.   Ready to meet a new, firm day.  
Paul anchored himself to Elizabeth .   He planned vacations for them.   No 

deep, dark layers to get in the way.   No hollow s.  Simply wide -open spaces 
where she was welcome to come and sit for a while.  

And then they were headed for the Blue Mountains.  

 
***  

 

Elizabeth was surprised to find that the Blue Mountains, like all places that 
relied on tourism, had given up a large p ortion of themselves and surrendered  
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to the dead tackiness of that industry.   And yet such an attitude seemed 
incongruous with what they were.   The splendor  of nature rose from out of 

stagnancy and knick -knacks. The place seemed to represent the end chapte r of 
life, when time is truly measured by how fast a mountain grows.   The smell of 
burning wood met Paul and Elizabeth at their hotel room. Velvet flowered 

wallpaper surrounded ornate mirrors.   The stairs seemed to rest on aging air 
heavy all around them.  

Their room was flowered as well; the frills on the bedspread and curtains 

moved to crowd all the available space in the room. Paul and Elizabeth tried to 
fit in to a space that seemed suddenly too small.  

They left quickly.  
It was a short walk to Echo Po int.   Paul held Elizabethõs hand, and they 

looked like all the other couples.   In the picture, she is alone, staring painfully 

into a low sun, the Three Sisters standing like disapproving aunts in the 
background.   The wind was powerful and insistent; it ne ver let Elizabeth stand 

comfortably in any one place.   She put her arms around Paul and put her 
forehead against his chest to escape it.   Felt the carpet of hair push against his 
T-shirt.  

Back at the hotel Elizabethõs cheeks were red from wine and fire.  The 
cushions were soft, and they sloped towards one another.   They kissed between 
sips.  

There was a jacuzzi in the far room.   The windows steamed on the 
outside. Elizabeth changed into her bikini, then darted through the poolroom 

where some old men had ga thered. She was a flash of skin.  
When Elizabeth stepped into the jacuzzi, the hot water brought sudden 

goose bumps to her skin.   The heat pulled at her abdomen.   Paul jumped into 

the swimming pool first, then came to join her.   They faced each other, legs  
floating, joining in the middle.   A silence fell between them and contained itself 
within the low hum of the jets.  

Elizabeth spoke, and her voice popped the silence sitting around them 
like a bubble.  

òSo do you want to see other people?ó  
òWhat?ó (A soft òt.ó An Irish òtó).  
In answer, Elizabeth pressed her foot against one of the lower jets, flexing 

her leg against its force.  
The silence had given Paul time to hear what she had said.   He looked at 

her as though humouring a child.     
òNo.ó  Not at all!   òWhere did all this come from?ó  
òHaven't you thought about it?ó  

òNo.ó He smiled. òI'm just floating.ó  
òI know but, I just wantñI guessñI just want you to be there ñó  

Elizabeth stopped talking as Paul moved forward. It was easy, through 
water, to pull h er closer.  

òI'm here.ó  
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òOkay then.ó  
They kissed, and Elizabeth liked the way his body felt in the water. She 

thought that it is hard not to be happy in water. She took off her bikini top, 
feeling the light tickle of bubbles against her breasts.  

Soon he  was tugging at the bottoms.  

òTake them off.ó  
Elizabeth laughed. òNo. What if someone sees?ó  
òThen we'll give them something to look at.ó  

Wet skin slid against wet skin. He was slower in the water. It felt better. 
Elizabeth closed her eyes and leaned b ack against the tiles. She could hear the 

soft tapping of the water against her back.  
 

***  

 
 The next morning, Paul woke up Elizabeth, excited.   He wanted to go 

bushwalking.   Elizabeth opened her eyes to the confusion of frills.   She looked 
up at Paul.   His excitement was pushing the sleep out of his eyes.   The skin 
around them had taken on a burgundy hue.   He was close above her, 

unembarrassed by the morning, unembarrassed by the skin on his cheeks that 
had formed itself into two red points overnight.   Elizabeth moved her hands to 
her abdomen.   It was sticky from the night before.  

òCõmon, sleepyhead,ó he said, pushing her.  òLetõs get out of here.ó  His 
òhõsó were soft.  

She was careful to lock the bathroom door behind her.   In the shower, 
there was not much pressure, but she felt the image of him above her fade as 
the water fell across her skin.  

When she came out, Paul was fully dressed, lying on the bed with his feet 
crossed.   He was watching the small TV in the overhead corner.   She had 
dressed in the  bathroom.   Now she stood self -consciously by the mirror, fixing 

her hair.   It somehow felt as if they hadnõt earned this intimacyñthat the stage 
within the relationship where you dress easy in front of one another, pull on 

tight jeans while holding your l overõs gazeñwas not yet theirs.    
 She sat heavily on the bed and Paul adjusted himself to her weight.   

Stopped himself from rolling towards her.   Then he sat up and put a hand on 

her back.   Its heat gently spread into the wing of her shoulder blade.  
They were lucky in the weather.   It was a short walk to Echo Point.   

Elizabeth thought she might be too dressed up for a bushwalk ñwith oversized 
dark sunglasses, a short white jacket with faux fur collar, and brown suede 
boots.   Paul had not changed his jeans from the day before and wore his tan 

thermo -lined raincoat in case the weather turned.    
When they got to Echo Point, it seemed like a different place to what it 

had been the day before.   The wind, which had been forceful, had calmed to 

lightness.   The sun  was gentle as well.   Elizabeth waited as Paul walked the 
large semi -circle, looking at signs.   He had gotten it into his head that he  
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wanted to take the bush trek from there to Scenic World.   Elizabeth looked at 
the shuttle bus headed towards them. òWhat about that?ó she said to him as 

he approached.  
  òWhat, the shuttle bus?ó  Then he saw her face, and laughed.   òNo, not 
today.   Today we are Bush Walking!ó     

Once they had walked down the stairs, Paul paused for a moment on the 
soft patch of dirt that b egan the trail.   He was busy, impatient, determined they 
should be organized.   He reminded Elizabeth of a host on a travel show.   His 

body primed itself for adventure.   His small neat mouthed pursed as he looked 
her up and down, seeming to notice what she was wearing for the first time.   

òHere, let me take your jacket.  Youõll be too hot in a bit.ó  Elizabeth handed 
him her jacket and he busied himself clipping both of their jackets to the sides 
of his backpack.   He took the water bottles she was holding an d put those in 

the backpack too.   òDo you have anything else?ó  
òNo.  I think thatõs it.ó  Elizabeth smiled.   She was enjoying being fussed 

over.   She could picture Paul on the mountains of Sweden, in the snow.   
Hiking.   Skiing.   She looked at him and sudd enly wanted to take off around the 
world with him.   She felt she could even sleep in a tent.   Rough it.   She 

suddenly saw him as the traveller he was, before Sydney, before his job at the 
restaurant.   This Paul she could not see settling any time soon.  

He adjusted her own smaller backpack and tightened the straps.   She 

felt the pull on her shoulders and the welcome stretch in her spine.   Then he 
looked at her once more as though to check if he had missed anything.  

òAre you going to be alright in those?ó  He pointed to her boots.   òHere, 
let me see.ó  He bent down quickly and lifted her ankle to see the sole 
underneath.   Elizabeth, caught off balance, screamed and laughed and 

grabbed onto his belt.   They both peered over at the sole.   Though flat, it was 
smooth and shiny, with no grips.    

òItõll be okay.ó  He put her foot down.   òYou can just hold on to me for the 

steep parts.ó  She was still holding on to his belt.   She was suddenly excited as 
well, as though they were setting off on a long journey.   She pu lled on his belt 

to bring him forward, kissed him.    
The sign said that it was four hours to the ruined castle.    
 

***  
 

Paul was on fire.   As they walked he spoke about the places he had been to ñ 
Thailand, the ski slopes of New Zealand, the forests around  his home in the 
Pyrenees.   It was as though the slopes of the mountains, the hard dirt 

underfoot, had stretched something within him ñhe sprung forward with a 
tautness kept even more firm by the tension in Elizabethõs slower pace.  He 
moved his hands as he  walked, swiping at flies and stray branches, and spoke 

towards the pathway ahead.   Every now and then he turned back to see if 
Elizabeth was keeping up.   He had become bird -like ñthe restlessness within  
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him manifesting in sharp quick movements barely conta ined by the narrow 
path.   It seemed as if he would find no release.  

They continued in this way for a while.   Then Paul spoke less.   After a 
while, she could hear the relative silence around them gather its own 
distinctive pace, interrupted only by the occ asional erratic scream from a bird.   

They stopped sometimes for Paul to get a close -up of a cockatoo.   He didnõt try 
to take any more pictures of the two of them.   Elizabeth kept her eyes on the 
back of his legs.   On the sure swinging of his knees.   She mo stly listened to the 

companionable tramping of their feet.  
But she was growing tired.   Even Paul seemed to have spent most of the 

energy he had had during the first part of their walk, and he became patient, 
holding his hand out for her frequently.  

The p ath was getting more difficult to follow.   Elizabethõs thighs started 

to ache from climbing over rocks that stood in her way.   Paul seemed to be 
slowing down as well.   Then they emerged from the cover of trees into a 

sunlight bright and welcoming.   Rocks w ere scattered across a clearing.   
Elizabeth sat down heavily and Paul got comfortable on a rock just behind and 
above her.   He pulled out the sandwiches they had brought.   As they ate, 

people occasionally passed them, on their way to the ruined castle.   It  stood 
directly across from them on the other side of the mountain.   The forest floor 
spread out below them and sloped upwards ñfrom this vantage point, the trees 

seemed to be holding up the small grey stone structure.   The path continued to 
the right of th emñit wrapped itself around the side of the mountain and 

disappeared into darkened bushes.   The whole of the mountain to their right 
was in shadow.    

Bees swarmed around the remnants of their lunch ñthe paper from 

Elizabethõs sandwich hung limply to the side under the weight of mayonnaise 
and smeared tomato seeds.    

They grew lazy with the sun and the food.   Standing up, Elizabeth felt 

fresh protest from her aching legs.   Paul saw it in her glance.   They would be 
going no further.  

They abandoned the idea of  reaching the castle.  
 

***  

 
I have been thinking late of Paul.   He is like something that should have 
happened but did not.   He is something left unfinished ñnot terribly important ñ
more like an errand that you have left off completing until tomorrow.   And yet the 
feeling stays with you; nags, pricks at your brain, makes your heart jump that 
much faster in little anxious, probing beats.   Itõs hardly enough for you to outright 
worry about ñyou were together, now you are not.   You wish him well.   But there 
are the nights when you wonder what you could have done differently.   What 
could you have said across a wooden table at an over -priced Greek restaurant 
that would somehow soften the hard insistence of the wind coming off of the  



35 

 

Amy Prodromou  
 
mountains, what could you have d one to warm you both during the dark walk 
home? 
 

***  
 

Afterwards, Elizabeth would always think back and find that the blame lay 
with the bees.   Or the sunlight.   Or the heavy mayonnaise spreading eternal 
apathy across her soggy bones.   When she thought of  it at all, she came 

invariably back to this place.   To her decision to turn back.   To the consequent 
dejected slope in Paulõs shoulders.  She had felt it then.   Paulõs irritation.  A 

new thing to her.   Keeping pace with the rising heat.   His insistent buz zing.   
  

***  

 
Of course, it is absurd to think that this was the reason why he left.   True, that 
the Blue Mountains became the beginning of his leaving.   After that he took his 
time, leaving in shades over the next five years.  What I didnõt know was that 
there would come a time when Paul would sit me down at a nondescript café 
and tell me he was going to reject his bossõs contract for permanent residency.  I 
did not know that my features would remain unchanged except for a rational 
blinking.   That I would  think of a ruined castle.   And how I had known him for 
five years.   Five years of March -shaped hollows filled in.     
  

***   
 

In Sydney, alone, I feel my perception sharpen.   It isnõt only that I have begun to 
see the world differently ñthe things ñthe outwa rd shape of things ñhave 
changed.   Itõs the angles, Iõve realisedñthe change lay all in the angles.   
Buildings stretch quite differently.   The dim light in train stations blurs the 
corners of advertisement billboard posters ñI can feel the ticket machines sl oping 
towards me.   Objects have became softer ñblurred, so that even brick walls lean 
into me.              
 

***   

 
In this way I walk through Sydney.   A watcher.   A schoolgirl playfully pushes her 
boyfriend beyond the yellow line at Central.   He punches her  back.   I donõt know 
if he meant to hit her that hard.   But it means that now his apologies can rush to 
mix in with the wind hurrying through the tunnel.   Now he can wrap his arm 
playfully around her shoulders.    

But only I can see the longing that tighten s his veins.  
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OMAR G. VONDRUKE   
  

  
I am a shame.   I am afraid.  

I am Omar G. Vondruke.   I am a black man.  

I have done something terrible.   I have done something terrible.   I have a 
boring life and I have done something terrible.   I am a ter rible person.  

The first time I have done something that was not boring and it was the 

most terrible thing I could ever do.  
I am writing this so that I will not be forgotten.   I have not written 

anything except my name, telephone number, address, and order specifications 
in almost five years.   I have been afraid that someone will see what I write and 
exploit me.   I am afraid of a lot of things.   I never used to be.   But I am now and 

I am a terrible person.  
I want to learn all the new words that rappers and c elebrities use.   I am 

afraid that I will someday lose my voice.   I am afraid that I will lose my voice so 
I speak all the words I know into mason jars so that I can save my words in 
case I lose them and open them and people will hear what I have to say.   My 

favorite word is SAFFRON.   I have SAFFRON in a mason jar.   I know it is a 
spice from India that is very expensive.   I have never tasted saffron but I still 
love it.   I have never been to India.   I have never left Ohio.   I have never left 

Cleveland.   I am  afraid to leave my apartment unless I have to go to work or 
buy cigarettes or groceries.   I like tuna fish sandwiches.   I eat five tuna fish 

sandwiches a day.   I smoke one pack of cigarettes a day.  
I am not a smart man.   I dropped out of Aviation High Sch ool when I was 

seventeen because I did not want to work on airplanes.   My father wanted me 

to work on airplanes because he said that was where all the money was.   He 
worked for Blue -Line Bus Company Plant Number Two for fifty years.   They 
made him retire a nd then he died the next day.   He was run over by a bus.   I 

miss my father.   My father was a good person.   I also work at the Blue -Line 
Bus Company Building Plant Number Two in Cleveland, Ohio.   I have BLUE -

LINE BUS COMPANY PLANT NUMBER TWO in a mason jar in my collection of 
words that I want to use when I lose my voice.  I run a machine that bores 
holes in the manifold so the pistons can run better.   I have worked at every 

station in the factory.   I can build a bus all by myself.   I have worked at this 
factory since I was seventeen.   I have been a janitor.   I have been a copy boy.   I 

drive a fork -lift.   I am a machinist now.   I am not a smart man but I work 
hard.   I try to work harder but sometimes I canõt.  I live two miles away.   I ride 
on the busses that  I build to get to work every  day.   I live above Alõs Deli where 

I grew up and where my father grew up.   I have no water in my apartment so I 
take showers at work so that I do not smell like a skunk.  

One mile from where I live is the Cleveland Museum of A rt.   I have never 

been there.   I am afraid of public places, afraid of germs, afraid of the 
chemicals used in art, afraid that I might be forced to cut off my ears.  
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I am a terrible person.  
I do not care that someone might read this and know that I am a ter rible 

person.   Because I am a terrible person.    
I used to read a lot.   But only ownerõs manuals, Do It Yourself Books and 

machinistsõ magazines.  I have lots of mason jars in my collections with 

mechanical words in them.   I have MACHINE and JOB and BORE a nd METAL 
and MANIFOLD and DRILL and INTERNAL COMBUSTION ENGINE in my 
collection.   Just in case the world ended tomorrow I would be able to build and 

repair buses, build a house and construct a bomb shelter.   I donõt read 
anymore.   I am only writing this so  that I am not forgotten.  

I used to leave the TV on but I never watched it.   I only left it on so that I 
could not hear any noise outside my apartment.   Then September 11 happened 
and all I do now is watch TV when I am not at work.   On September 11 I said 

AFRAID into one of my mason jars because I was afraid.   All I watch is The 
Music Channel.   I canõt stop watching it.  I am obsessed.   I want to know what 

the celebrities are wearing.   I want to know about celebrities.   I have the word 
CELEBRITIES in a maso n jar in my collection on a shelf in my apartment 
because I like celebrities.   What do they eat?   What do they drink?   What do 

they watch?   I want to be skinny.   I have a pot -belly.   I want to be in good 
shape.   I want a pretty wife.    
  

I am afraid of wom en.  
I was a virgin until last week.   I was a thirty -eight year old virgin.   After I 

had sex I broke my mason jar that said VIRGIN because I am no longer a 
virgin.  
  

I only watch The Music Channel because it is the only station that comes 
in on my TV, it is  very old and in black -and -white.   The Music Channel does 
not have Music on it.   The Music Channel only talks about celebrities and what 

they like to do.  
I know I am very sick right now but I will not go to the doctor because I 

am afraid that he will tell me that I am dying.   I am afraid of dying but I do not 
want to go to the doctors because I do not want to know that I will die even if I 
am going to die tomorrow.   I know I am going to die.   I do not want to die but I 

know that I have to die.   I will die b ecause I am a terrible person.  
I have only one friend in the world that I know of.   Her name is Ida 

Thora.   She is a nice person.   She is black like me.   She comes over every  day 
to talk to me because she is my friend and friends talk to each other every  day.   
She has a nice smile and likes to laugh.  

I have no idea about what is funny.   I think everything that someone 
says is serious.   Ida Thora says that there is something called sarcasm and 
people say something that sounds serious but is supposed to be fu nny.   I do 

not understand sarcasm.   I asked some of the guys at work and they said that  
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Ida is right and that I have been missing their jokes for the last twenty -one 
years.   I do not understand why this is funny.  

I saved Ida Thoraõs life two years ago in front of my apartment.   She was 
almost run over by a Blue -Line bus but I pushed her out of the way.   She said 
she could not thank me enough for saving her.   She said she would do 

anything to help me.   I said that I did not know what she could do.   I told he r I 
would think about it.   She came up to my apartment while I tried to think of 
something she could do.   When she saw my collection of words in mason jars 

she said she would buy me brand new ones since I had to find them in the 
garbage before she started buying me new jars.   I was not afraid of Ida.   She 

was very nice to me.   I am a terrible person.  
Ida was trying to explain sarcasm to me again the other day.   I had her 

speak SARCASM into a jar so that I would not forget it.   She said that people 

are not s erious all the time.   I asked her to tell me about sarcasm.   She said 
that someone might say something that they do not mean because they are 

trying to be cute.   I asked her to give me an example.   She said that she did not 
want to have sex with me.   I sai d that I understood and that it was okay 
because I am afraid of sex.   She told me that she said that because she giving 

me an example of sarcasm.   That people saying the opposite of what they really 
mean.   I understood.   She wanted to have sex with me and she said YES!   We 
had sex on the floor.   It was great.   I am not a virgin anymore.   I am not afraid 

of sex anymore.   I am not afraid of Ida.   She was a very nice person.   I had her 
speak SEX into a new mason jar that she gave so that I could add that word 

into my collection.   I am happy that I finally had SEX in my collection.   I forgot 
about that word but I finally had it!  

Ida and I talk about lots of things.   I talk about celebrities and what 

scares me and where I work and my collection of words and Septe mber 11.   Ida 
talks about these things.   Ida also talks about how beautiful she is.   I also talk 
about how beautiful she is.   I had her speak BEAUTIFUL into a mason jar so 

that I could add it to my collection.   She talks about being a receptionist for 
Doct or Johnson five miles from my apartment.   She talks about disease and 

medicines.   She told me about anthrax.   There was a scare at her office and she 
told me she might have anthrax.   She laughed about this.   I asked her why she 
is happy about having anthra x.   She said that I should know by now.   I said I 

did not understand.   She said that since we have had sex that I have anthrax.   
She was laughing.   I said that I understood.   I said ANTHRAX into a mason jar 

because I have anthrax.  
I killed Ida Thora.   She had anthrax.   She gave me anthrax.   I did not 

want her to give anyone else anthrax so I killed her.   I strangled her.   I 

strangled her until her eyes turned red.   She started to yell when I put my 
hands around her throat.   She started to kick me.   I pushed  her against my 
shelves of mason jars with every important word I know and they fell off the 

shelves and hit the ground and shattered.   When I was finished strangling Ida I 
held a mason jar that I had not used and was not broken to her mouth so that  
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I coul d finally add the word BREATHLESS to my collection.   It is the first word 
in my new collection since all the other jars are broken and I had to start all 

over again.   She was mean to me.   I am a terrible person.    
  

I did not know what to do with Idaõs breathless body until today.   She 

has been in my bathtub that does not work covered in ice for the last two 
days.   I am going to dress her up like beautiful celebrity and throw her in Lake 
Erie.   I am going to kill myself in Lake Erie.   I am going to dress li ke a rapper.    

  
I am going to Lake Erie now.   It is dark outside.   No one will see me.   Ida 

is in the trunk of her car waiting for me.   The drive is three miles.   I am going 
to kill myself so no one else gets anthrax.   I look like a rapper.   I am a terrib le 
person.   I said I AM A TERRIBLE PERSON into one of my mason jars and set it 

on my shelf.  
  

-Omar G. Vondruke   
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POKING HOLES   
  

 
I read erotica and felt deprived. I missed watching porn, the way they'd moan 
with hysterical, brutal need. I tossed his credit card in the air, juggling it with 

the ball the cat often chewed on. It was his cat. I was probably allergic to it.  
  I used to say, I try hard for you. He used to say, I'm so in love with you, 
so lost in your eyes, you have beautiful eyes, incredible, is this the Capricorn 

beauty they're fussing about?  
  His waitress introduced him to Astrology one Tuesday afternoon as he 

dined on a triple -decker, toasted whole wheat, chicken salad sandwich with 
two glasses of apricot brandy. He was a dentist. His life insuran ce was higher 
than mine. Must be something about endless rows of decaying teeth that made 

the career fatally depressing. To be fair, I couldn't look at my own teeth without 
feeling sick.  

  It was Friday night and he was still at the office in Manhattan. H ere in 
suburbia, the sky watered lightly with a zillion single dribbles. The window to 
the living room was flung wide open, waiting for him to crawl through, though 

he always entered by the front door. Guilty or not. I was aroused by the winds 
blowing thro ugh the nonexistent barrier. The winds carried a taste of salty 
bitter sweetness. The room smelled of a mystical creaminess. I scrolled through 

the site. Bondage. Fantasy. Interracial. The most popular sections were labeled 
Incest/Taboo.  

  The day I found  out he was having an affair from his secretary, I spent 
most of the day in Chinatown, walking around and looking at people. I realized 
with a deep ache that that was the real reason why he said no to children after 

six years of decent marriage. He said it  was because he hated little sticky 
hands, little whiny noises and little dirty clothes. What a liar. He didn't mind 
any of those listed above from a twenty -year -old woman now, did he?  

  In my rage, I had stormed by an alley near where most of the seafood  
stores were. The sidewalks smelled like melting frozen fishes. There was a roof 

over the alley. It was impossibly narrow and pitch black. An old man sat within 
on a stool with ten or so pairs of shoes lying around him. There was no light in 
his eyes. His head was crooked on its neck, its spotted fingers shaking as he 

tried to tie a thread around the needle. The sunlight made it gleam and my 
eyes felt like they were on fire. I calmed down.  

  Just half a street past, I found myself staring into a bucket of frogs. A 
woman was picking one up with forceps, squeezing its head and then its legs. It 
didn't struggle in her grip. She showed it to her husband, smiling. "You think 

this will taste good? Better than this one?"  
  She poked at the head of another. It did n't bite. I bit my lip. After she 
was gone, I leaned in and saw twenty or thirty frogs. Their eyes all peeked up at 

me. Some tried to hop or swim or something. Their eyes shone with innocence. 
I leaned closer, looking around, wondering if I could set them free somehow.  
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They'd only be run over by cars if I just tip over the bucket. Or they would sit 
there and not move because they were born and raised together in a bucket. I 

looked around for a possible accomplice but no one showed interest in 
anything other  than their cell phones and bread. I had thought that life wasn't 
bad, that it could be so much worst. I tried not to hate but that was impossible.  

  I hated dial up for making it impossible to watch porn. I hated my 
husband for making it impossible to no t watch porn. Most of all, I hated his 
mistress. She was an Aquarius and his perfect second half, according to a 

webpage with pictures of cute pixies in sultry dresses and enough purple to 
make me envision vomiting so hard that my stomach would hurl out of  my 

throat to lie on the coffee table making a very wet smack.  
  Very wet smacks. I yearned to chew on someone's skin, as it was a life -
sized Gummy bear. First, the legs and then the head. The essentials, the target 

vulnerabilities. I imagined my husband like that in the center of my kitchen 
table, facing up, bloodless and helpless. I wanted to look at him up there and 

purr under my breath like a fat cat licking milk after days of fishy water. Just 
thinking about sex made my mouth dry up and my stomach cle nch.  
  A car rolled up outside. I closed the site and deleted the browsing 

history. The front door opened. He stood there smelling like a cunt, closing his 
black umbrella. "Evening, honey."  
  "Hello."  

  "How was your day?"  
  "Fabulous. You?"  

  "I b rought most of the work home with me."  
  "Great."  
  "I also got you some flowers."  

  "Great." The petals that fell onto my lap were wet. I let the droplets caress 
my heated skin.  
  "And dinner too."  

  "Great."  
  "I got your favorite grilled chicken from  Velvet's. Barbecue sauce on the 

side."  
  "Honey, I became a vegetarian a month ago. I told you."  
  The color escaped his cheeks leaving them puffy like the white cheddar 

cheese doodles I was inhaling earlier, a cheat on my diet. I smirked lightly at 
the  sinful stench of animal from the wet, brown bag once proudly situated 

between his hands.  
  Later, I watched him fall asleep near the edge of our bed, his back 
uncomfortable with my acceptance of his mistake to which I had said with a 

wave of my hand, "Yo u have been working such long hours.."  
  I had drank in his guilty grin of utter relief. Now, I pulled open the 
bottom shelf of his side of the night table and pulled out a brand new box of 

condoms. The thought of them finishing the other box filled me wi th disgust. 
He wasn't even attractive anymore, losing a good fist of hair every morning. I  
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opened my drawer, looking for a needle. While his was full of sexual things like 
ass plugs and feathered cuffs, mine was full of useful things like flashlights, 

mint  cookies and needles.  
Afterwards, I picked up his credit card from the coffee table, the cat from 

her basket and left. Outside, it had stopped raining and the scent of the drying 

air took my breath away. Next on my to -do list, get rid of the cat. Hate fuc king 
cats. And yeah, get DSL.  
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SMALL CHANGE   
 

 
The reign of terror ended in late August, a week before the start of Junior High 
School. Billy Marshall and Jake Towle had been scolded a dozen times by 

neighbors theyõd known all their lives, chased out of backyards by broom -
wielding mothers, and hid out at the train trestle on Lake Makinachook after 
Officer Endicott called them over to his blue police cruiser, asking if they knew 

anything about Mr. Flahertyõs woodpile floating in the mill stream.  
òItõs a shame when a retired fella like that wonõt have moreõn half a cord 

left to keep himself warm come fall,ó he said. òThe chiefõs gone over there 
himself, and brought along every piece of equipment in the department to 
examine the evidence t hose perpetrators left behind. Oh, heõll find them, too. 

Let me tell you, Roland Flaherty used to walk the beat in this town twenty 
years before you boys were born. If you can help us out, Iõm sure itõd go a long 

way towards settinõ things right. So do you know anything about it?ó 
Billy shook his head, and Jake scratched his neck in the warm breeze of 

the cruiserõs dashboard fan against their faces, agape at the radio, the 

nightstick, and the holstered gun. Officer Endicott rested his elbow on the 
window ed ge, waiting.  

òNo, Sir,ó Billy said. òIõll bet they werenõt even from Wentworth. Nobody 

around here would do something like that to Mr. Flaherty.ó 
òWhat kind of evidence?ó Jake asked. 

òWell, thatõs confidential information, Jake,ó Officer Endicott said. He 
jotted a few notes in his black leather log book. òLetõs just say moreõn enough 
already.ó At least, thatõs the word at the station.ó 

The cruiserõs radio crackled with a voice. Officer Endicott lifted the silver-
meshed microphone from its mount, his gaunt, weathered face alert but 
composed. Half -moons of perspiration seeped through the underarms of his 

dark blue uniform, and he tossed his police cap off his glistening gray crewcut. 
Wiping his forehead with a handkerchief, he swept it around the back of his 

neck.  
òGotõcha, Charlie,ó he said. òThe Burse Road past Folsomõs farm. Iõm 

heading out that way now. No need for sirens and the cherrytop for a stray 

pooch, though, huh? Itõs probably heat struck. Tell the chief Iõll catch up to him 
at Roland Flahertyõs before long. Right. Ten -four.ó 

Officer Endicott slipped on a pair of olive -green aviator sunglasses, then 
slapped a hand on Jakeõs shoulder from the driverõs seat window. 

òIõll be back this way later just to see if you might remember something 

you hadnõt thought of,ó he said.   
The cruiser lurched forward along Hanson Street, gliding past the sedate 

houses and trim sun -bleached gardens, the tin mailboxes and shade -drawn 

parlor windows.  
òJeezum Crow, Jake,ó Billy said. òWhatõd you have to say anything about 
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evidence? That was really stupid. We shouldnõt of done it, but I think heõs on to 
us now. Maybe weõd better get out of here before he comes back.ó 

Jake yanked the frayed brim of his black baseball cap down over his 
forehead, tightened his lips, and spat.  

òYeah,ó he said. òWeõd better lam out of here.ó 

On the long walk around the perimeter of Makinachook Lake on 
Memorial Drive past the summer camps and pine groves, Billy didnõt talk 
much. He thought about everything theyõd done over the past few weeks.  

It wa s no secret that they had been raising hell since early August. In the 
dog day afternoons of ninety -eight degree temperatures when electric fans 

whirred musty air through shade -drawn houses, and sprinklers flicked feeble 
arcs of water on the tawny sun -parc hed lawns of Hanson Street, most adults 
had suffered enough without heated words to the boysõ parents. Anyone in 

Wentworth knew that most twelve -year -old boys should have been swimming 
at the public beach at Makinachook Lake rather than hiding out at the t rain 

trestle on its far side, where teenagers guzzled beer after dark, had make -out 
sessions with girls, and dared each other to dive.  

Unfortunately, Billy and Jake had been banished from the beach by 

John Hartley, the life guard, Wentworth High Schoolõs star quarterback, after 
they lobbed ice cream cones onto the bare abdomen of Missy Gallagher, who 
sunbathed in a lawn chair with queenly recumbence. It didnõt help when they 

rode Jeanette Pendletonõs bicycle off the dock, or tied the line of Tommy 
Gillenõs fishing pole to Mr. Leightonõs boat until the reel snapped off. In his 

orange swimsuit and sun lotion -greased nose, John Hartley leapt from his 
lookout chair, sprinting after Billy and Jake to the enthusiastic applause of 
picnicking families, toddlers buil ding sandcastles on the shore, and a 

contingent of wheelchair -bound residents from Ryersonõs Nursing Home. 
òBoth of you, beat it!ó John Hartley yelled, chasing them as far as the 

Legion Hall. òDonõt let me catch either of you back here unless you really want 

trouble!ó 
At the train trestle, Billy and Jake swam beneath the moss -reeking 

stanchions, floating in the cool tea -colored lake, and stared at the fluorescent 
graffiti on the iron bridge panels above.  

òWhatõdya say we take a dive from up there?ó Jake said. òWe could do it.ó 

òKenny Drew split his head open last year trying that,ó Billy said. òHe got 
twenty -six stitches.ó 

Jake paddled to the shore and hoisted himself up on a lichen -crusted 
rock.  

òHe didnõt jump out far enough,ó Jake said. òAll you gotta do is jump 

headfirst. Unless youõre yellow, that is.ó 
òForget it, Jake,ó Billy said.  
He backstroked further away from the shore, treading at the center of the 

inlet between the trestles, the water deep and cold against his wavering legs.  
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Jake clambered up the rocky slope and hopped along the hot, creosote -stinking 
ties until he reached the middle of the bridge.  

òDonõt be a damn fool! ó Billy called up at him. Get off it, Jake!ó 
òYou said it, pal!ó Jake called back. 
Billy watched his friend dive from the edg e, plummet through the air, 

and splash into the water not three feet away from where he floated. An 
uproarious explosion echoed between the stone and mortared stanchions. A 
blue heron rustled out of the cattails, taking flight with ungainly flaps of its 

long bluish -white wings. Lily pads wavered in the ripples. Jake emerged to the 
surface with a triumphant grin, gulped a mouthful of water, and spit it in a 

stream at Billy.  
òAt least I got the guts,ó Jake said.  
òYeah, all guts, no brains,ó Billy said. 

     For Billy, the return to Hanson Street, then, was less siege than retreat. He 
cursed himself in dour silence for not having the courage to dive like Jake, and 

determined to make up for it.  
The next day, Billy staged a number of covert misdeeds closer to h ome 

with Jake. They tried to empty Mrs. Trombleyõs bird feeder with a B-B gun fired 

from the roof of Billyõs garage, until the heat on the tin roof burned their bare 
elbows and scorched their knees. They pitched ripe tomatoes from Mr. 
Bernierõs garden from behind a forsythia bush at a laundry van that only 

thudded against the rear cargo door and rolled off beside the curb. Finally, they 
dropped a string of lit firecrackers through the sewer grate in the torrid calm of 

noon, but didnõt elicit a single shout of surprise or raised shade on the block.  
In the tree fort above Billyõs backyard, shaded by the pine boughs, Jake 

recounted their misdemeanors as if they had been criminal exploits from one of 

the gangster movies he loved so much at the Starlight Theater  during Saturday 
matinees. With a tart pine needle between his lips, Billy listened to Jake 
imitating the terse citified dialect of a mob kingpin.  

òYeah, we showed ôem, all right,ó Jake said. òThis berg know whoõs boss 
around here now, donõt they? You just gotta have the guts to pull off jobs like 

that, and now itõs our turf. Get it?ó 
Angry with himself for re -igniting the series of misdeeds that had failed 

so miserably, he bristled at Jakeõs boasts. 

òGet what, Jake?ó Billy said. òThey were just stupid pranks. Nobodyõs 
going to give a damn about stuff like that. Jeezum Crow, itõs bad enough we got 

run off the beach, and Iõll betõcha Officer Endicottõs got it all figured out about 
what we did to old man Flahertyõs woodpile. Heõll be coming back to talk to us 
anytime.ó 

òThat copper ainõt gonna slap the cuffs on me,ó Jake said. òHe was just 
tryinõ to give us the third degree. But we ainõt gonna crack.ó 

Billy flicked the pine needle from his lips with a bitter laugh.  
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òOh, weõre cracked all right,ó he said. òCracking up maybe. Listen to 
yourself. Copper. Slap the cuffs. The third degree. Ha! What do you think we 

are, a couple of racketeers?ó 
Jake retrieved a wilted cheroot cigar from his shirt pocket, bit off the end, 

and spat.  

òGimme a light, will ya?ó he said. 
òWhere the hell did you get that?ó Billy asked.  
òI got my ways,ó Jake said. òYou got that light?ó 

Billy fished out a damp packet of matches from his pocket, and tried to 
light one after another. Jake snatched the pack away from him, struck the 

match, and cu pped his hand around the flame until a sweet cloud of bluish 
smoke billowed in the shade of the pines.  

òThatõs your problem, Billy,ó Jake said reflectively, with a hint of disdain. 

òYou ainõt got no fire. You gotta get hot if you donõt wanna get burned. Get it?ó 
Jake took a long puff on the cigar, exhaling a luxurious cloud of smoke, 

and handed it to Billy. Billy inhaled. His lungs rumbled until he coughed and 
sputtered, the acrid taste of the smoke stinging his nose and throat.  

òJeezum Crow,ó he gasped. òThat stinks.ó 

òWell,ó Jake said, taking the cigar back and inhaling deeply, òif you canõt 
take the heat, I guess itõs a good thing you canõt even light a match.ó 

A plume of smoke blossomed in Billyõs face, and he coughed again. 

òKnock it off, Jake,ó Billy said. òYou think youõre some kind of tough guy, 
huh? What the hell are you so scared of that youõve got to keep this up? Youõre 

acting like some kind of two -bit punk, thatõs all. Maybe thatõs the kind of 
language you get. Everything weõve done is small change. Get it? Small change. 
Hey, thereõs some real words you can use for all your phony gangster crap.ó  

òShut your trap, Billy,ó Jake said. 
He flicked the lit cigar at the tree trunk in a spray of sparks inches past 

Billyõs face; it dropped to the tan circle of pine needles on the ground.  

òYou get out of my tree fort and put that goddamned cigar out, Jake,ó 
Billy said. òYou trying to burn the place down to the ground? The police arenõt 

enough for you? Now youõve got to take on the fire department? You put that 
thing out now. Get it?ó         

òMake me,ó Jake said. 

Billy climbed down the nailed two -by-four rungs, swung off the 
lowermost branch, and stomped on the cigar. Jake started down after him, 

leaping off from the fourth rung up. Billy ground the cigar und er his heel and 
crossed his arms.  

òMaybe you ought to get this through your thick head, Jake,ó he said. 

òNo matter how much of a goddamned gangster you think you are, youõre just a 
stupid kid. And I guess I was just as stupid for going along with it. All y our 
small change.ó 
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Billy started across the front lawn for his house on the corner, a pastel 
green split -level ranch with a screen porch. He didnõt look back. Jake traipsed 

after him on his heels.  
òHey, Billy,ó Jake said behind him. 
Billy swung around to f ace him.  

The fist caught Billy on the chin by surprise. Heõd never been hit like that 
beforeña sudden, fierce blow. His jaw snapped shut, his teeth clicked together, 
and he stumbled two steps backwards. Then he felt the sting of the punch. He 

tasted the wa rm, coppery blood of his gashed tongue. Lunging at Jake with 
both hands, he rammed his shoulder against him, knocking him to the ground, 

and pounced on him. The boys swung their arms and rolled, kicking and 
cursing, across the lawn in the fiery summer sun.  

òYou son of a bitch!ó Billy shouted. òSucker punchinõ me!ó 

Billy saw a glint of fear in Jakeõs eyes and pummeled him in the ribs. 
Jake glanced Billyõs chin with a weak uppercut that sent him into a frenzy.  

The stout figure of Mrs. Couture appeared on her  front porch next door.  
òStop it! Both of you!ó she shrieked. òIõll call the police if you donõt!ó 
But the fight didnõt stop. Billy pinned Jakeõs shoulders against the 

bristled grass with his knees and punched him across the cheek with a savage 
blow. Jake  began to whimper. Billy got up, rubbing his chin. Mrs. Couture 
flounced toward them in her white apron, her face florid with anguish.  

òThatõs enough, both of you!ó she cried. 
òWho the hell do you think you are, Jake Towle?ó Billy shouted over her. 

òYou and your goddamned stupid ideas! Tough guy, huh? Maybe you just want 
to act tough because you havenõt got the brains to know any better!ó 

Billyõs voice sounded strange to him, as if he were someone else talking. 

Jake straggled to his feet, wiped the tears fr om his face, and started to brush 
himself off. Mrs. Couture arrived beside them, harried and panting.  

òHavenõt you two hoodlums done enough around here already?ó she said. 

Billy and Jake stared at each other with smoldering contempt, ignoring 
her frantic p resence. Jake spat and stalked down Hanson Street to his house, 

pulling his the brim of his black cap low. Heat waves blurred the distant 
asphalt. Billy headed up the porch steps to his house. Mrs. Couture stood in 
the blazing sun, dabbing the doughy folds  of her neck with the edge of her 

apron.  
òYou both ought to be ashamed of yourselves for the way youõre 

behaving,ó she called after them. òI ought to call both your parents.ó 
Billy caught a glimpse of Jake limping down Hanson Street, his shadow 

dragging af ter him. Storming inside, Billy slammed the screen door behind 

him. His mother would be home from grocery shopping in a few hours, his 
father from the office by five -thirty. The house was empty; for that, he was 
thankful. Billy held his tears until he got into the bathroom. He locked the 

door, examining his bruised features in the mirror: a split lip, a puffy eyelid,  
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and the ruddy pulp of his tooth -gashed tongue. His eyes stung, his chin 
quivered. He splashed cold water on his face from the faucet again and  again.  

After a few minutes, Billy went into the living room. He peeled off his t -
shirt and sat down in front of the electric fan. Warm air brushed over his bare 
chest. He tried to soothe himself with deep, sobbing breaths. But his hands 

still shook, and h is mind whirled with thoughts of vengeance and surrender: 
one minute he wished he had continued to punch Jake when he had him 
pinned, the next minute he considered marching down Hanson Street with two 

cold bottles of Moxie from the frigidaire.  
Billy knew t hey had both gone too far. Now they were paying the price for 

it with their friendship. He and Jake had been friends since Kindergarten. Soon 
they would be Sixth graders ñalmost teenagers ñand they had been talking 
about their induction into the ranks of the  Junior High School for weeks. Billy 

hated to think of going it alone.  
The telephone rang. He got up from the couch and picked up the black 

receiver in the kitchen.  
òHello?ó Billy said. 
òWhoõs this?ó a manõs voice asked. 

òBilly,ó he said. 
The voice had the  deeply animated tone of one of his fatherõs business 

associates, another of the clients who were always calling about his fatherõs tax 

business to inquire about their financial status with the federal and state 
government. Sometimes they even showed up at  the house with reams of 

documents, disheveled in their tie -strangled white shirts, hopeful, taciturn, or 
too talkative. Billyõs father had a knack for allaying their concerns over a cup of 
coffee with a few optimistic words.  

Billy expected a shout of fam iliarity, a quickly rattled off message of 
minor import punctuated by the phrase, òAtta boy.ó Billy took a pencil out of 
the drawer and a used envelope, ready to write down anything that needed to 

be related to his father. Instead, there was silence.  
òHello?ó Billy asked. 

òWhere are your parents?ó the man asked. 
òMy fatherõs at his office in Augusta, and my motherõs gone grocery 

shopping,ó Billy explained. òThey should be backñó 

òAnd youõre alone?ó he asked. 
òWell . . . yes,ó Billy said. 

òSo what are you doing all by yourself?ó he inquired with sudden 
interest.  

òNothing,ó Billy said. 

òOh, come on, Billy,ó the man laughed. òYou must be doing something. 
Iõve never heard of a boy who wasnõt up to something. Thatõs the way it is with 
boys. Always up to somethin g.ó 

òNot much,ó Billy said. An involuntary smile formed on his lips, and he 
stifled the odd impulse to laugh. Billy wanted to bring the conversation around  
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to the point of the call, to interrupt the manõs chatter amiably, but he felt heõd 
spoken too long t o ask the manõs name or purpose without seeming rude. 

Probably the caller was some ôcardõ his father knew from the office. 
òNot much? Now just what kind of boy are you? Not much?  You can tell 

me all about it, Billy,ó the man said, amused by Billyõs reticence. òScoutõs 

honor, I wonõt tell a soul. Say, how old are you, anyway, kiddo?ó 
òAlmost twelve,ó said Billy. 

òTwelve-years -old!ó the man exclaimed. òWhy I thought you were at least 
sixteen. Oh, I remember the things I did when I was your age.ó 

òLike what?ó Billy asked, giddily.  

òIõm sure I donõt have to tell you,ó the man said. òYou wouldnõt believe the 
things Iõve done in my day. Now, you wouldnõt do anything wrong now, would 

you, Billy?ó 
òNope,ó Billy said. òJake neither.ó 
òSo you have a friend then,ó he said. òI know how boys can be. I was 

twelve myself once, you know. Why, I still canõt believe half the things I did 
with my friends. Donõt you think grownups can be too hard on young fellows 
sometimes?ó 

òWe didnõt do anything too bad,ó Billy said, soothed by the impromptu 
confidant heõd suddenly encountered, a stranger who remembered what it was 

like to be a boy.   òI mean, we shouldnõt have done most of what we did, but it 
wasnõt like we meant toñó 

òMeant to what?ó he said. òWhat did you do, Billy? Iõm only asking 

because I can tell youõve got something to get off your chest. Look, weõll keep 
this between us, man to man. I think itõs important for boys to have that 

chance. I think itõs important to get it out in the open. Iõll bet itõll make you feel 
better.ó 

òI suppose we did everything Jake wanted us to do,ó he said, òbut I know 

thatõs no excuse. Just fooling around stuff. Thatõs all.ó 
òLet me tell you something, Billy, the man said. òYouõre not the first boy 

to ever fool around, and you wonõt be last. Thatõs the nature of life. What did 

you do with Jake that was so bad?ó 
òIt wasnõt so bad,ó Billy said. 

òIõm sure it wasnõt,ó the man said. His voice softened, and though Billy 
did not know who he was, he realized that the man understood intuitively that 
everyth ing he and Jake had done wasnõt as serious as it seemed. Other than 

the fight between them, nobody had gotten hurt. òMaybe you and Jake are 
acting like big boys now. Or letõs say, young men, shall we? Thatõs all. Iõm sure 

it was all just small change in th e long run.ó 
òThatõs right,ó said Billy. òThatõs what I called it, too. Small change.ó 
òAnd it probably doesnõt add up to much when allõs said and done,ó he 

said. òIõm sure you didnõt rob a bank or anything.ó 
Billy glanced nervously around the kitchen. He held the black receiver 

against his bare chest, listening for the rumble of his motherõs car in the  
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driveway, or the jangle of keys at the front door. There was only the insinuating 
buzz of the frigidaire, and the fan whirring in the living room.  

òWell,ó Billy began, òJake shouldnõt have done what he did at the railroad 
trestle because that got me going about doing other stuff. We had a fight about 
it. Thatõs all.ó 

òThatõs too bad,ó said the man in a hoarse whisper. òThe railroad trestle . 
. . hmm. Iõll bet nobody else was around, either. Just the two of you, right?ó 

òRight,ó Billy said. òI didnõt dare him or anything. He just did it.ó 

òAnd Iõll bet he wanted you to do it, too,ó the man said. òBut you were 
afraid.ó 

òYeah,ó said Billy. òI wanted to, but I just didnõt have the guts.ó 
òBilly, you donõt have to be afraid of anything Jake did to you,ó the man 

said. òAnd punishing him for doing those things wonõt make it better. Heõs your 

friend, and he was just trying to share something special with you. Something  
only boys understand.ó 

òI suppose so,ó said Billy. òIõm not trying to punish Jake, though. Itõs just 
that he hit me first.ó 

òBecause of the bad things you did with him at the railroad trestle,ó said 

the man. His voice dipped to a whisper. òAnd all the other things you did with 
him.ó 

òNo,ó Billy said, òbecause I called himñó 

òCalling names wonõt help,ó the man interrupted. òYouõre both doing 
what boys like to do, and thereõs no crime in that. But punishing each other for 

those bad things wonõt make them go away, Billy. Youõll keep on doing those 
bad things with Jake because you like them, donõt you? You may as well admit 
it. They make you feel good, donõt they?ó 

òNo, Billy said. òI donõt like what we did andñó 
òMaybe you should both be punished,ó the man said. His voice rasped 

frantically. òAnd I know just how bad boys should be punished, too, Billy. I 

know just what to do. Iõd make you do those bad things with each other and 
whip you both like youõve never been whipped before. Iõd whip you both ôtil 

youõd do anything to make me stop. Iõd whip your bare asses with your pants 
down and ñó 

Billy hung up the receiver. He inhaled deeply. A mild nausea assailed 

him, and the parlor walls seemed to spin. Leaning his naked back against the 
smooth white surface of the fr igidaire, Billy closed his eyes.  

òJeezum,ó Billy said aloud in the empty kitchen. òJeezum Crow.ó 
The weather turned cooler before early September and the start of Junior 

High School. The powdery -sweet scent of goldenrod and lilacs swept over the 

backyards . White clouds tumbled across the blue sky. In late afternoons, the 
air sparkled as clear as cider. Along Hanson Street neighbors assessed each 
othersõ deliveries of cord wood, exchanged mason jars of strawberry preserves, 

and left baskets of late summer s quash and rhubarb on doorsteps. With the  
 



51 

 

Darren J. Akerman  
 

end of barbeques and garden -tending, the citizens of Wentworth prepared for 
fall with the brisk efficiency of northern New Englanders.  

Billy took his place as a Sixth grade student at Junior High School. In 
his stif f leather shoes and tartan sweaters, he applied himself to his studies 
and maintained excellent grades. He tried out for the football team, 

distinguishing himself as a running back and apt wide receiver.  
Although they were in different classes, Billy stil l waved to Jake. Once he 

even walked him to the door of the remedial classroom at the far end of the 

hall.  
òHey, Billy,ó Jake said. òThereõs a new movie at the Starlight coming on 

Saturday night. I hear itõs a really good one about a gang and G-men with b ig 
shoot outs and everything. Maybe we can go. Whatõdya say?ó 

Billy looked at his watch and then down the length of the hall.  

òI canõt, Jakeó he said. òIõve got practice with the football team. The bellõs 
going to ring so Iõve got to run.ó Billy trotted down the hall.  

òYeah, that bellõs always ringinõ, ainõt it?ó Jake said. òMaybe some other 
time then, huh?ó 

òIõll give you a call sometime, Jake,ó he said.  



52 

 

#7  Creative Nonfiction  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Hokum  
 
 

by Peter Schwartz  


