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The Friday before Halloween, Mr. Olsen leaned 
toward Steve and his friends at the Canteen— 
open gym night to them—and told jokes. Jeremy 
and Wilson laughed, and Steve smiled, wondering 
how his science teacher’s breath could smell like 
that and why he wasn’t worried about being caught. 
He was the only adult there, watching the crowd of 
7th and 8th graders at St. Thomas School. Most of 
the students were inside the gym playing basketball 
or sitting against the gym walls. But Steve and his 
friends were in the hallway, taking a break, talking 
with the suddenly friendlier—“smashed,” Wilson 
said to them out of earshot—Mr. Olsen. 

Wilson and Jeremy, and later Al, laughed their way 
back into the gym, and Steve laughed too, but he 
couldn’t help but look back at Mr. Olsen who stood 
against the wall and made cheerful remarks to the kids 
who walked by. He’d been so smart and serious during 
classes, and sometimes pointed back to the cross on 
the wall to let the students know about sacrifice and 
effort. But now he grinned and said something to a 
few girls who walked by. “Mr. Olsen,” they scolded, 
and Steve turned and strode into the gym.

They played two-on-two, with Al joining him 
against Wilson and Jeremy. Kathy and Joan and 
Elizabeth sat against the gym wall. Steve played hard. 
He tried finger-rolls, and he double-pumped fakes 
on his way to the basket, missing easy shots and 
winding up on the floor. But the sweating and the 
quick movement, the jumping and the hard passing, 
and the elbows-out snatched rebounds meant 
more than the score to him with the girls watching. 

Each of them was pretty, especially Joan. 
Elizabeth was pretty, too, but in a different way. It 
was Kathy though who asked him, between games, 
what girl he thought was the best-looking in the 
eighth grade. 

His mind raced and his heart beat hard. He 
thought of saying the expected Heidi, whom 
everyone knew was the prettiest. She sat on the 
other end of the gym with her friends. Joan, sitting 
right there against the wall, straightened the sleeve 

of her shirt and pretended not to listen.
“Cristina,” he said, though, and they were quiet.
“Really?” said Kathy. 
“Yeah,” Steve said and turned, feeling his face a 

furious red.  
During the next game he played so hard that he 

ran his shoulder into Wilson, who was guarding 
him, and he fouled Jeremy so hard on the arms 
that Jeremy cried out, “Man, what are you doing?”

Cristina was nowhere in the gym. She wasn’t 
sitting against the wall like the others, or in the 
hallway walking by Mr. Olsen. She was in her house 
somewhere, a place that he couldn’t picture in 
his mind. He didn’t know exactly where she lived 
except in the development behind the school; and 
he hadn’t spoken to her since the end of seventh 
grade, after she’d come back to school after a long 
absence, quiet and brooding, before Easter break. 
Now in late October, she had one friend, Nora, 
who sat with her alone in the cafeteria or walked 
with her in the hallway where Nora did most of the 
talking and Cristina nodded, stone-faced.  

“Cristina? Really?” Kathy said again when he 
raced to retrieve a loose ball that had bounced 
near them. “Really?” she repeated, and Joan and 
Elizabeth smirked. 

He nodded, and returned to the court. Really, 
yes, really, really…really like you a lot. From the top 
of the key he imagined telling Cristina, imagined 
squeezing between her and Nora in the hallway. 
Really, really…He remembered the way she shifted 
her body, one seat ahead and one row over from 
him in English class. Really, really like you. 

He looked back at the girls who sat against the 
wall. They shook their heads and talked. Their 
mouths were scornful and their brows knit. He 
chopped Jeremy’s wrist trying for the ball on the 
next play. 

“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Jeremy 
said, and Steve yanked the ball away and jumped 
high for a layup and walked across the gym. He 
passed Heidi and Mary Pat, who were shooting 
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baskets by themselves now, and went into the 
hallway and stood with Mr. Olsen, who leaned 
quiet and gloomy against the blue tiled wall. 

“Talk to me, Stevie,” Mr. Olsen said when Steve, 
leaning against the wall, too, didn’t say anything for 
a while. “What’s wrong? Is it a girl, Steve?”

Steve smiled, trying not to. “Yeah, how’d you 
know?”

“Of course it’s a girl. What girl?” 
Steve shrugged. “A girl no one talks to.”
“You mean my wife?” Mr. Olsen said, and laughed.
Steve smiled. 
“Do you talk to this girl, Steve?”
“No, I can’t.”
“Well…that’s the problem right there, then, Steve. 

No one talks to her because you don’t.”
Steve looked at Mr. Olsen. “No, no, that’s not it.”
“It may as well be it, kid.”
Steve looked, open-mouthed, at Mr. Olsen’s 

bleary blinking eyes. 
“What are you waiting for, Stevie? You’re in 8th 

grade already. Talk to her.”
“I don’t know…”
“Is it one-way or mutual?”
“Uh…mutual,” Steve said, startled by the word 

“mutual.”  
“Good, so no problem, then.”
 Later, after Jeremy and Al and Wilson came out 

into the hallway with Steve and Mr. Olsen, they 
watched a play fight between two ninth graders, 
Pops and skinny Bill Erickson, from public school, 
who had crashed the open gym. Erickson fought 
by leaning his upper body far backwards to avoid 
Pops’ punches. Mr. Olsen let them fight, even after 
Erickson connected with a glancing punch, and 
Pops, furious, rushed Erickson and caught him with 
a slug in the mouth. 

“If you guys bloody up the floor you’ll have to 
clean it up,” Mr. Olsen said with a smirk, not moving 
from the wall.  

* * * 
The voices of his mother and father woke him 

on Halloween night, and then he heard the steady 
tapping. Steve got up and followed them, through 
the hallway into the kitchen and then to the den 
where the tapping continued on the window. His 
father waved at him and his mother to stay back, 
so they stopped behind the dining room table. His 
father ducked to the side of the den window.

“Who is it?” he said loudly.
“Sir, sir…” A voice, clear and calm, came from the 

other side of the window. Steve squinted at the 
clock. It was one A.M. 

“Sir,” said the voice, “someone just sideswiped 
your car.” 

Steve’s father looked back at Steve and his 
mother. “Oh yeah?” he said.

“I saw the whole thing. He just sideswiped it 
and kept going. He was right in front of me, but I 
stopped.”

The voice waited. His father waited too. Steve was 
ready to go to the door with his father, to go outside 
with his father and help look at the damaged car 
and thank the man with the sincere voice, to shake 
hands with him. 

Steve’s father looked right at Steve while he said 
to the window, “That’s all right, I know about it 
already. I already called the police.”

Footsteps outside ran. The chain link gate was 
swung hard against the fence. His father listened 
at the window. 

“Call the police, Jimmy,” his mother whispered. 
“They’re gone.”
“Call them,” she said as he walked toward her and 

Steve.
“They’re not coming back.”
From bed Steve looked at the ceiling and 

remembered the sincere voice of the man outside. 
He looked at the darkness outside his bedroom 
window, and heard his mother in the kitchen telling 
his father to call the police, or come back to bed. 

“No, it’s all right. I’ll stay up for a while,” he told 
her. “Go back to sleep.” 

“I can’t,” she said. “Call the police.”
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“Funny…” his father said, and Steve strained to 
listen. “It’s always the ones that sound the nicest…” 
He laughed quietly.

“Not always,” said his mother. “Sometimes what 
you see is what you get.” 

“…Sometimes,” he said, his voice low and deep.  
 In the morning Steve shuddered when he looked 

out the window and saw his father’s prize Chevy, 
parked on the street next to the curb, perfectly 
undamaged.  

* * * 
PLETHORA. Sister Crucifix wrote it on the 

board, and asked Steve’s English class what it 
meant. Steve glanced around at his classmates, at 
the twenty-seven silent English students sitting 
tightly in rows, and at the one empty desk in the 
next row in front of him.

Sr. Crucifix, annoyed, asked them all to examine 
the root of the word, then, if they didn’t know what 
plethora meant.

“What’s a pleth?” Jeff asked from behind, and his 
friends laughed. 

“I know a sentence,” Greg said from near the window. 
“Go ahead. What sentence?” said Sr. Crucifix.
“There was a plethora of eggs chucked at cars on 

Halloween night.”
More laughter. “Right,” Sr. Crucifix frowned.  
In September he’d heard the same kind of laughter 

at the cafeteria table. He sat with Wilson and Jeremy 
at one end of the table. At the other end were Jeff 
and Sammy and Greg, already making jokes about 
Cristina, absent on the second day of school. 

“She must be dating her uncle again,” they joked. 
Then Howard, smart and sour-faced, came by their 
table, and they asked him what he thought. 

“Well, the first time, maybe it’s rape. But if it 
happens twice, it’s mutual.”

Steve chewed more slowly and hated them all. 
He glanced glumly at Wilson and Jeremy, and then 
down at the table while he listened. Big mouths from 
Catholic school, he thought. All of them were big 
mouths—cruel bastards, each one of them—except 

for Wilson and Jeremy, who’d left public school for 
St. Thomas’ after sixth grade, and except for Cristina, 
who’d left for St. Thomas’ after fourth grade.

She had begun to smile again in the hallways at 
the very end of seventh grade. She smiled with 
her friend Nora in the hallway between classes, 
and once even laughed with Steve when he found 
himself standing next to her in line in the cafeteria, 
after he made a weak joke about not knowing what 
the Salisbury part of a Salisbury steak was.

In church during September’s First Friday mass, 
he sat next to Nora, with Cristina on the other 
side of her, and he sneaked glances at Cristina 
whenever they had to stand, whenever they sat 
or knelt, whenever it was time to reach for the 
hymn book, and whenever someone coughed or 
sneezed or cleared his throat somewhere on her 
side. He sneaked each glance at her, at her hair and 
her eyes, at her cheek and lips and jaw.

The talk about her had stopped by the end of 
seventh grade, but she no longer stayed with 
the other girls like Heidi and Mary Pat and Joan, 
only with Nora. Steve felt a pang and missed her 
immediately after he saw her in the hallway on the 
last day of school. But on that second day of eighth 
grade, the day she was absent, the talk began again 
in homeroom. She was making rape some kind of 
habit, one guy said. And there was laughter. She 
was busy being fondled by her father and couldn’t 
come to the phone at the moment, another 
mimicked, and there was more laughter. Howard, 
though, grew impatient with their comments, 
and said there was no use even talking about her 
because she was simply damaged goods.  

And now in the cafeteria, Howard was the one 
talking about her, after only her second absence 
of the year. 

The second time had to be mutual, he decided. 
“There is no way anyone gets raped twice,” he said. 
“It’s impossible.”

Steve wondered how he knew that, how any of 
them knew anything about her, how any of them 



had known anything even back in April when they 
first started talking, when some girls somehow 
knew why she was absent for so long and spread the 
word.  He wondered, between images of wringing 
Howard’s arm behind his back until it snapped 
in half, where this knowing started, what made 
them all so expert, why their smooth voices made 
something so or not so, and how, next to them, he 
could know so little and know it always so late. 

* * * 
The next Saturday morning, a week after Mr. 

Olsen slurred his encouragement to Steve on open 
gym night, Steve decided to look for Cristina’s 
house. He walked through the fallen leaves of the 
school field, hopped a small chain link fence, and ran 
through someone’s yard, coming out onto Larsen 
Lane where he’d heard she lived with her father and 
younger brothers. He glanced at mailboxes while 
he walked, until he saw “Berry” on a black one, and 
he looked at the small red house. No cars were in 
the driveway, and there were the remains of flowers 
all along a rocked-off section in front. The other 
houses on the block were fancier—split-ranches or 
two story houses with vinyl siding and leaves raked 
up. But her house had a moss-covered roof and 
wood siding. It was small, and except for the flower 
garden, unkempt and leaf-strewn. A single, old elm 
tree stood close to the house, casting a shadow over 
it in the late morning. There were no cars in the stone 
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driveway, but he imagined her inside, maybe peeking 
out of a window, so he moved on quickly, the long 
way around the block before finding a road that led 
to the public junior high school field where his father 
taught. There were a few cars in the parking lot, but 
none of them belonged to his father, who would 
never go to the school on a Saturday, often busying 
himself with yard work instead. 

He found a football on the outfield grass of the 
baseball field and stood at a distance from the 
tall school fence that separated the school from 
the houses behind it. He punted the ball, trying to 
reach the fence, only intending to kick short of it 
or just reach it, but he got too much leg into the 
ball and watched it sail over the tall fence into the 
yard behind it. 

There was an opening at the other end of the 
fence far down the field, so he went around and 
walked between it and others’ yards until he 
reached where he’d seen the ball go over. He had 
to walk sideways there because the school’s tall 
chain link fence and the residents’ small wood 
or chain link fences were so close together. He 
hopped a wood fence and hopped back over with 
the football, stopping first to examine a tree that 
looked like the one in front of Cristina’s house. 

The football players had come out of the locker 
room and were on their way across the parking lot 
to the field for practice. They were almost all ninth 

graders, Billy Erickson and Lenny and Pops among 
them. They spotted Steve first and said something 
to the others. 

“You got our football, kid,” Pops said.
“No, I found it. Here,” said Steve, and looked to 

throw it over the tall fence but it was too high a 
throw, so he made his way sideways between the 
school fence and the wood fence. 

“Let’s get some practice before Coach comes 
out,” one said. He ran full speed and rammed into 
the chain link fence, smashing Steve between 
it and the wood fence. Steve folded his body 
inward to protect his ribs, but before he finished 
straightening himself upright, another shoulder 
padded player rammed into the fence, and then 
another, harder, until Steve turned his back to 
take blow after blow, finally staying on the ground, 
rolled up against the wood fence.

“You still have our football, man. Throw it over,” 
Pops said. Steve didn’t move. He stared at the 
bottom of the brown fence, at the grass and at a 

leaf. Then he heard the coach, from the parking 
lot, shout at them all to get on the track and do 
laps. The players went on, and Pops and another 
player warned Steve that if he didn’t give back that 
football, he’d get it worse—that he was lucky. 

His ribs and back and shoulder bruised, Steve slid 
his way between fences, holding his side. But when 
three more football players walked by on their 
way out to the field, there was shouting from the 
track, and before he could hurry to the fence’s exit, 
they each rammed into the fence at him, one time 
each, with shoulder pads and helmets leading, just 
missing him because there was more space now 
between fences. Clinging to a neighbor’s fence, 
his back turned, he heard the coach shout at the 
three players to take laps too; and it was well into 
practice, with all of them busy on the field, before 
he let go of the neighbor’s fence and—bent over 
and holding the ribs on his left side—made his way 
to the exit and let the football drop from where his 
elbow held it against his body. ¤
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