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Fishing for Courage

by Larry Anderson

University of Northern lowa—Fall 2005

Thewesather was great, thelakewas
sparkling, and | wassitting inthe car with my
brother inlaw asmy fishing polewaited
anxioudly to beapart of the“ big catch.”
However, asmuch as| wishthat fishingtrip
could have been my story, | found another story
unfolding at an unbearable pace.

Thephonerang. | saw it wasmy mother
and answered. Expecting the" Be safe near the
water, put bug spray on, and

proceeded to blanket out theflameand finally
ceaseit withafireextinguisher. Theambulance
arrived soon after and hewastakentothe
Marsha ltown Community Hospita. Thisiswhen
my mother wasinformed and wherethisstory
started out with me on ahappy fishing trip.

Just aswearrivedinthe Marshalltown
hospital weweregreeted by thefamily with talk
of decent chancesof recovery. Not fifteen

minutesafter our arrival at the

havefun” speech, | was
startled to hear her crying. |
begged for her totell mewhat
wasgoing on. Shetold meto
meet her at the hospital; my
brother’ scar blew up.
Panicked, | told my
brother inlaw, Mark, toturn
the car around and head for
Marshalltown. Aswestreaked

| wanted to just rip
him out of that bed
myself. | wanted the
smell of the

hospital to be off
me. | wanted to go
back to those times

hospital didwefind out that
Brandon wasto be sent tothe
lowaCity Hospital’ sBurn Unit
because hisinjuriesweretoo
severeto bedealt with at the
current facility.

My family and | made
thetrek to lowa City and
climbed the stairstowardsthe
burnunit. Whenwearrived,

45 milesnorth, | was ' we p| ayed football wewereeach alowed aturn
constantly onthephonewith together in th to speak to Brandon, who was
my family gathering what bits ogether Inthe no longer coherent according
and piecesof information| back yard. to thedoctors. | waited

could.

patiently and foundtimewith

Asitwasturning out, |

himwhentherest of my family

found out that my brother Brandonwasaboutto  wasdone. | struggled. | knew hetaught meto

work on hislawn mower whenthe garage
exploded dueto hightemperaturescreating a
widespread gasfumeleak acrossthefloor of his
garage. Ashiscigarette butt hit thefloor, the
fumesignitedinto acannonbal explosionthat
burned the garageto apileof charred rubble.
What happened after that makesmy
stomach sick every timel repeat thisstory. My
brother was, from head to toe, engulfedin
flamesashe hurdled into the neighbor’ syard
acrosstheir waist-level fence. Hebrokethrough
their back door andintotheir living room. The
old-timer insde pushed himto thefloor and

bestronger and if | didn’t haveto seehim
hel plessin thewhite sheets| could have been
strong. It broke methough and my cheeks
streaked with tears.

| saidto him*“get up out of bed.” | told
himto “jump out of those sheets, get out of
those scrubs, and get out of that hospital with
me.” Helay motionless. Hiseyelidswerewhite
puffs. Hismouth wasdry and parched. | said to
him “Brandon, you know wearen’t done
building my car. So climb out of those shests.
Please.” | wanted to just rip him out of that bed
mysdlf. | wanted the smell of the hospital to be
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off me. | wanted to go back to thosetimeswe
played football together in the back yard. Soon
enough, | wasyelinga him. | kept tellinghimto
get up.

My father cameinto comfort me. We
criedtogether until thedoctorscameintotell us
we needed to wait inthelounge. Wewere
nudged into aconferenceroomwith therest of
thefamily. Therewasan old manintheroom
withacomforting look on hisfacetalkingtomy
mom. Hewasahospice. | wanted to send him
out of theroom. | wanted totell him that
hospicesarefor familiesthat LOSE someone.
Brandon wasn't dead.

The door to the conferenceroom
opened and in cametwo nurses. They beganto
assessthe burnson my brother. Thewords
cameout, oneat atime, andinslow motion
“Brandon hasendured far too severe of burns
and hisheart will not support him. Weareall
very sorry.” Theroom spun. Theroom flooded
withtears. Theroom filled with echoes of sobs.
Thehospicewasdtill there. | hated him.
BRANDON WASN'T DEAD!

Asitsetinthat | had lost my hero, that |
had lost my mentor, my closest friend, my role
modd, | felt crushedingde. | felt likeagiant
hand grasped me and squeezed the tears out of
me. | wassoon in extremeself pity. | hated
everything. | hated the hospice. | hated the
nurses. | hated that stupid room. | hated that
fucking moment! No matter how much | hated, |
couldn’t stop that aching painthat started inmy
stomach and took over my blood, nerves, and
brain. It soon envel oped my entire body cavity.
It wasaterrible achethat made mefed dizzy. |
glanced around theroom to seemy family
overwhelmed with sorrow. | had suddenly
realized how closemy older sister Jessicawas
to me assheextended her armsinmy direction.
Welinked together and | couldn’t let go.

Lifecrashedinto perspectivejust then.
How would | ever let go of anyoneagain?We
stayed in alock-tight hug for several minutes.
Takingitinand clearing our minds. Shemuttered

something. | muttered something back. It didn’t
matter what the context of our murmurswere.
The point was, our brother died. Hewasgone.

The hospi ce began speaking. Hemade
me uncomfortable. | wasn't about ready tolet a
man who didn’t know who my brother was
begintotel methat everythingwasgoingto be
aright. Hell no. That wasmy brother. I'll decide
if it sgoingtobedright.

Thefunera cameafew dayslater. The
church overflowed with peopleinsdeand out. A
cablewasrun down the hall to another
congregation room so peopleinthe overflow
crowd couldwatchitontheT.V. | sat with my
family. Jessicalocked onto my armtheentire
time. That is, until it cametimeto escort
Brandonto the hearse. | got up from my seat
and convinced my nervouslegsto move. |
nearly faltered asmy lower limbstrembled at a
ratethat madeit amost impossibletowalk. |
took adeep breath and gathered myself. | felt
like everyoneintheroomwaslooking at me. |
hadn'’t cried throughout the entirefunera, until |
started walking to the big doorsat the end of the
room and | realized that | had to carry my
brother through them. Hetaught meto be
strong. | had to be. | gathered with thefive other
men and took the spot on thefront | eft side near
hisright shoulder and head. | carried himwith
my right arm.

My right arm now bearsthetattoo
“BrothersFor Life” with my brother’ shirthand
death dates. | got it for my eighteenth birthday. It
remindsmethat Brandon will awaysbe my
hero, my mentor, my rolemodel, and my
brother. Thisstory couldn’t have been about a
fishingtrip. | haven’t gonefishingsince.



GFOWing Up Wlth Fear Dedicated to my parents

by Shkurte Berisha
Wartburg College—Spring 2005

When | wasachild | heard different
storiesabout war, especidly frommy
grandmother who used to tell me her war
experiences. At that time, her storiesdidn’t
make much senseto mealthough they werevery

end of it. Theworld would soon realizewhat
was happening and would do something to stop
adictator. But | waswrong becausethat was
just the beginning of hisplan. After afew weeks,
the government decided to close our schools.

touching. Astimewent by, |
began to think more about her
storiesand | tried to
understand adistant and
unfamiliar world. Asl grew up
timeswere changing and things
weregetting worsein Kosova
When| wassix,
something happened that
changed meforever. Itwasa
beautiful spring day and | could
not wait to go to school aswe
weregoingtolearnletter D,
whichwasthefirst letter of my
brother’ sname—Dugi. | was
very excited because| dways
wanted to be the onewho
would teach himtowritehis
name. Unfortunately, that
beautiful spring day turnedinto
my darkest day at school. The
bell rang, which meant that the
classeswereto start soon. Asl
steppedinthehallway,

As| steppedinthe
hallway, suddenly it
was too hard for me
to breathe. Soon |
collapsed. When |
woke up, | wasin
the hospital. The
next day | heard that
over 8000 Kosovar
Albanian
schoolchildrenwere
poisoned with nerve
gascalled Sarin. |
did not understand
anything.

Thus, we created an
underground school system
using basementsof private
homesas schools, eventhough
it wasvery dangerousfor us. |
know that thisishard to
understand for anyonewho has
not gonethroughasimilar
experience. Onemight even
wonder if something likethis
could really happeninthe 20th
century. But it happened and,
unfortunately, | waspart of it.
Imaginehow onecan
finish school inaclassroom
with no chairsor desks! My
classmatesand | hadtositon
thefloor whileprofessorswere
standing with no blackboard to
writeon. Usualy wewould use
each others’ backsto place
our notebooksand write more
eadly. Sometimes| thought we
even made new standardsfor

suddenly, it wastoo hard for meto breathe.
Soon| collapsed. When | wokeup, | wasinthe
hospital. Thenext day | heard that over 8000
K osovar Albanian school childrenwere poisoned
with nervegascalled Sarin. | did not understand
anything. | just knew that thiswasan attempt to
kill thousands of schoolchildren and scarethem
away fromtheir schools. It wasadark plan
designed by Slobodan Milosevic' sregimeto
purify Kosovafrom theAlbanians.

Asasix year old, | thought thiswasthe

geometrical figuresasit wasimpossibleto draw
straight lineswriting on someone else’ sback.
That ishow | finished most of my high schoal.
But even thiswas nothing compared to what
was about to come.

Thislong interethnictension escalated
and, in 1997, war started. On April 3,1999, |
found myself with many othersontheroad to
nowhere. Wewere being deported and we had
beentold to leave our homesand follow the
crowd. We could not even talk to each other as
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Serbian policethreatened to kill usif wedid. My
siblingsand | followed the crowd and arrived at
thetrain station. Weentered thetrain without
knowing the destination, whichwethought was
death. Weeven paid for our tickets. Fortunately,
wearrived safely at the border between Kosova
and Macedonia. Westayedin*“noman’sland,”
the areabetween K osovaand Macedonian
border, theneutral zone, for more than aweek
aswewere not allowed to enter Macedonia
Everyone started to wonder what, where, how
weweregoing to survivetherewithout shelter or
food. It wasraining and nightswere pretty cold.

| thought wewerejust goingtofaceadow
death, and | could seethat | wasnot the only
oneto think so. Peoplelooked terrifiedand in
deep pain. Many elderly and children died being
unableto bear the cold, hunger, and fear.

A week |ater, the news camethat, with
international pressure, the Macedonian
government had agreed to accept usas
refugees. Buses cameto pick usup. Wewere
taken to atown whereacamp wasbuilt for
refugeesfrom Kosova. Everyonethought at
least wefound aplacetoliveuntil thewar was
over. Yes, | wasfindly safe, but therewere
about twomillionAlbanians, including my
parents, remaining in Kosovaor sent to other
unknown destinations. Morethan four months
passed beforewe could get in touch with them.
We, at least, wanted to know if they were till
alive. TherewasaTV inthecampwherewe
could get news. My siblingsand | spent three
monthswatching and waiting for my parents
namesto appear in the bottom of the TV screen.
Unfortunately that didn’t happen. My sister, who
worked asajournaist at that time, managed
somehow to find our parentswhoweresenttoa
different country— Albania After al thetortures
that they went through, they weredtill dive. This
wasone of the happiest momentsinmy life. But,
| wasdtill hurting for my friendsand everyone
elseinKosova

OnaFriday night, | waswatching news
on TV and suddenly | heard the name of afriend

of minewhom | grew up with and whowas
found killed together with hisgrandfather. He
wasonly sixteen, just likeme, and that scared
measit did all of my other friends, becauseit
meant that it could easily happen to any of us.
That day | felt pretty bad, and | wasredly
disappointed.

Four monthspassed, and | could not
meet with my parents. Four monthswerelike
four yearsto mewaiting to seemy parentsand
not having anideawhat was going to happen
withall of us. Every singleday | asked myself a
question: am | going to havethe opportunity to
seemy parentsagain and whenisall thisgoing
to be over? There was no answer; nobody
knew what was happening with usand who was
going to decidewhat our destiny would be. It
took mefour monthsfor my questionto be
answered. Thistime, for achange, theanswer
brought joy and hope. Weweretold that we
weregoingto RETURN home! Imaginefour
monthswaiting for somebody to open the door
to my country, my home, and worst of all
preventing meto seemy parents.

Thiswasadifficult timefor meand
othersin Kosova, but theterror wasgoing to
cometoanend. | remember mysalf withmy
shlingsandfriendsce ebrating dl night long,
laughing, and crying thewholetime. Everyone
was exited because the next day wewerefree
to go home eventhough it wasvery dangerous
because of theland minesinstalled by Serbian
soldiersand police. Peopleweretired of living
their livesin camps so they decided totakethe
chance.

Wemadeit. We cameback homebut it
wasnot likebefore. Thefirst day | got homel
went to see our neighbors acrossthe street and
when | knocked on the door | waswaiting for
the same person to open the door like before,
but it didn’t happen. Hewas not there;
somebody el se opened the door—it washis
mother wearing black. When she saw meshe
hugged me and started crying, | realized what
had happened. Yes, my neighbor, my brother’s
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best friend waskilled. Hewasonly 12 years
old, thesameageasmy brother! | didn’t know
what to do, | asked God what next to come?All
day long my brother and | cried remembering
him. Even asl writethishisface appearsand |
seehimclearly parking hisbicycleinfront of his
apartment like beforethewar.

It took meamonthtofind outif al of
my friendsand my neighborswereadl right and if
therewasanyonee sethat | wasgoingtomiss
my wholelife. Unfortunately, therewere many
whoweremissng. It wasand till isdifficult for
meto accept thefact that they are not among us
anymore.

My childhood and my teenagelifewas
rather complicated. | had tolearn thingsthe hard
way. Though my experience may sound
horrifying and dark, | am glad that | survivedto
tell thestory. My life experience made me see
theworld differently and made me stronger.
Furthermore, it made me appreciate everything
inlifemorethan| ever would. Thereare many
thingswhich peoplearound valueand which
seem trivial to menow and makeno sense. | am
glad that my experience made me aware not to
takefor granted my family and friendsaswell as
everything e setha givesmeaningtomy life,
which others sometimesoverlook. Today, by
sharingmy story, I’ d liketo hel p othersbecome
aware of not only what happened to mebut
what ishappening intheworld such asin Sudan
and Irag, etc. | wishthat PEA CE existed not
only asawordinthedictionary but asanided
whichweall want to achieve.



Hampton’s Most Wanted

by Rachel Pecha

University of Northern lowa—Fall 2005

Livinginasmall towninlowaleaves
littlefor teenagersto do onaFriday nightinthe
summer. Occasionaly someone' sparentsgo
out of town for theweekend and thereisa
party, and sometimesthereisnothing better to
do than attend abaseball or softball game. The
partieswerefun but, likel mentioned, they only
happened occasionally. Andtheball games
never kept my attentionfor longer thanthefirst
few innings. | needed to find other means of
entertainment to keep mysdlf busy.

Therewasahome basebal| gamethat
Thursday night and Kelsey, Kendra, and |
decided to attend. While attempting to beloyal
Bulldog fansand cheer onthe players, wewere
also trying to come up with something that we
couldfind remotely funto dothat night. Itwasa
toss-up between going to someone’ shouseto
watch amovieand breaking into thelocal
swimming pool. Weall easly agreed that
climbing thefenceand going swimming at ten
0’ clock at night wasmuch higher on our list of
fun than watching somelamemoviewehad
probably already seen.

After thegame, wewent to Kelsey's
houseto changeinto our swvimming suitsand
then wewere off to complete our illegal event
for thenight. We parked the car acrossthe
street from the pool and very nonchalantly ran
acrossthe street and up the hill tothepool. The
security lightswere off that night, soweknew
that our plan would work. Kelsey wasthefirst
oneto ease her way over theonly placeinthe
fencethat did not have wires poking out of the
top. Then, oneby one, Kendraand | followed
her lead. Assoonaswewereall safely inthe
baby swimming pool area, we heard avehicle
pulling up thedriveway tothe pool. Weall took
adiveintothecement andlay assilent and
motionlessas possiblenext tothepool. The

vehiclewasonly thetruck that drivesaround
town spraying for mosquitoes, so wewere not
tooworried about it.

Whenthetruck finally disappeared
down theroad, we crawled to themain
swimming pool. | ansureitwasquiteasight to
seeaswe hunched beneath thedide, tryingto
moveaslittleaspossible, undressing downto
just our svimming suits. Next cametheriskiest
task wewould overcomethat night, actually
gettinginto the pool without making asound. It
wasdone easily, amost asthough we had done
it millionsof timesbefore. Thewater wasso
cold wewereafraid our bodieswould gointo
instant shock. We decided theonly way we
would beableto keepwarmisif weactualy
swam rather than just stand around inthefive-
foot svimming area

Finally, after about forty-five minutes of
swimming, wewere beginning to get cold again
and Kelsey’ scurfew was approaching quickly.
Wedecidedit wastimetoleave. Just aswe
were swimming to the edge of the pool we
heard voicesthat were getting closer and closer.
Without hesitation weall swam to the corner of
thefive-foot and huddled together, not for
warmth, but more out of panic of what was
going to happen next. Only seconds|ater we
saw four figuresbegin to climb thefencejust as
we had doneonly an hour before. We could not
recognize the bodiesuntil we heard thevoices,
and then we knew weweresafe. Thefour
peopl e climbing thefenceinto the pool were not
cops, but only classmatesof ours. Kelsey,
Kendra, and | wereamost frozen statuesby this
time so we decided to leave, eventhough now it
wasmoreof anillega “party” at the pool rather
than just afew girlswith nothing better to do.

When | went homethat night | could not
think about anything el sebesidesthefact that we
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had broken into the pool and actually gotten
away withit. It wassuch an adrenainerush that
all | could think about wasthat wehadtodoit
again, and soon. Therewasahome baseball
gamethefollowing night, so of coursethetrio
attended. Wewent through

Weran full speed up thehill to the pool
and threw ourselvesagainst the building in hopes
that we could catch our breath and hidefrom
any morecarsthat could have possibly seenus
runninginour svimgear. Thenextthingwe
knew, ablack car waspulling

the same conversation we had
just discussed only twenty-four
hoursearlier. Wehad no plans
for thenight, so the best
decision that we could come
up withwasto climbthefence
and go swimming again. We
thought since nothing had gone
wrong thenight beforethat
doingit thevery next night
would be perfectly fine. We
had no ideathat wewereinfor
therideof our liveswhenwe
|eft the gamethat night.

That Friday night we

lie?

| could hear a scanner
getting closer to me.
Then the beam from a
flashlight fell directly
on my face. In that
moment of knowing |
had been caught, a
million thoughts were
running through my
mind. What would he
ask me and would |

up next tous. Wethought it
wasour friend Riley. But just
after thissense of relief, the
guysinthecar gartingyelling
somethingin Spanish at us.
Wewereall creeped out sowe
just stood next to the building
asdtill asstatues. Thecar

sped away whichiswhat you
could say wedid next. Weran
toward the back of the parking
lot, whichistotaly the
oppositedirection of thepool.
We had become so worried
about hiding from anyonethat

decidedtodothingsalittle

differently than we had the previousnight.
Instead of wearing our clothesinsidethe pool,
wewerejust going to leavetheminthe car and
only takeour towelsthistime. Kelsey changed
into her swvimming suit at her house and then put
her clotheson over top so that her parents
would have no ideawhat adventurewewere
about to embark on. Kendraand I, for some
very odd reason, ended up changing into our
suitsinKelsey’ scar that night. I’'msureit would
have been quitethesight if someone had seen
what wasgoing oninthat car. Wefinaly gotto
the pool and parked acrossthe street, just aswe
had donethe night before. Wegot out of the
car injust our suitsand towel sand began to
make our way toward the pool. Now you
would think that because therewasacar
coming, wewould stop and go back to Kelsey’s
car...of coursewedidn’t dothat. Instead we
raninfront of thisoncoming car, sothedriver
could clearly seewhat wewere about to do. |
guessyou can say the night went downhill from
that moment.

had seen us, that breaking into

the pool wasthelast thing on our minds. Once
wereached the western most part of thelot, we
jumpedintoasmall groveof treesand decided
that wewould hide out thereand cdll for
someoneto pick usup. Theonly personwe
could think to call was none other than Tyler
Johnson. Tyler wasnot only theguy | had been
trying to hook up with al summer, but hewas
asotheguy that had been leading meon over
and over again. Anyway, hewasour last resort.

| dialed thenumber and told him that he
needed to come and get usat that very second
because there wasno way wewere going
swimming. Just as| hung up thephonewith him,
we saw flashing lightsat the bottom of thehill
that the pool sat on. Wethought for surethat
the copswere after usand their master planwas
to gt at the bottom of the hill and wait for usto
comeout of our hiding spot. Only secondslater
Tyler called back and informed usof the cop
Situation but that they had someone pulled over,
so he could not pull intothe parkinglot. | told
him that wewould just waitinthegroveand he
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should comewhenever the coast wasclear.

Findly thelightsdisappeared. Therewas
only oneway out of thegroveand that involved
usrunning back acrossthe parking lot toward
thepooal. Itwasmy brilliant decisontocall
Tyler and tell him to come back and that we
would bewaiting by the entrance of the poal. |
guessthat Kelsey and Kendrahave enough trust
invested in meto think that my ideawould work
and even though wewouldn’t end up going
swimming that night, at least wewould makeit
out of theredlive.

We had just reached thefence
surrounding the pool and were quietly standing
there, waiting for our ride. Fromwherewe
werepositioned, | wasthe only onewho could
seetheroad. | saw that therewasacop slowly
making hisway past the pool and, just ashe
reached the driveway, heflipped off his
headlights. | knew what was happening. |
turned, swore, and started running away from
the pool toward the baseball diamond that sat
just to the south of thefence. Kendraand
K e sey turned and watched merun and they
might haveyelled something at me, but when
they saw thelook on my face, they knew it was
intheir best interest tofollow me. 1I’m not quite
sure how Kelsey got ahead of me, but shewas
thefirst onetoreachthehill. Shestarted out
running downit, but by thetimeshegot tothe
bottom, shewasdiding on her butt. | decided
that diding downwould bethefastest way, sol
jumped into my best softball dideand away |
went. Kendrawasright behind me. Kelsey
madeit to the bottom and took off running. |
wasn't sure how closethe copswere, sol
decided to hide under the closest object to me:
the bleachers. Kendrastopped beside meand
all | remember sayingto her was, “ Areyou
staying here?” Her responsewasonethat | will
never forget. Out of breath and in astate of
panic, the only wordsthat seemed to makeit to
her mouth that night were, “Fuck no!!” and
away sheran.

My two best friends had abandoned me,

so | thought. 1 looked upto seeif | could see
wherethey had gone, and to my relief they were
hiding behind apop machinethat wasonly ten
feet from my veryvisiblehiding spot. | lay on
therocksunder the bleachersthat night, my
heart pounding so hard that | thought it was
goingto pop right out of my chest. | thought for
surewewere going to makeit out of there
because| could dightly seethecop car circling
the parking lot above. Thenext thing | knew |
could hear ascanner getting closer tome. Then
thebeam fromaflashlight fell directly onmy
face. Inthat moment of knowing | had been
caught, amillion thoughtswere running through
my mind. What would heask meandwould |
lie?

“Getup!!” isthenext thing | heard. |
was scared to death as| madeit to my feet. |
felt alittlefoolish asthe cop asked mewhat |
wasdoingandal | saidwas, “Nothing.”
Apparently | had been doing something
becauseit wasmidnight and | washiding under
bleachersin my swimming suitandtowel. He
asked who elsewaswith mebut thelast thing |
wasgoing to do wasrat out my friends, so | told
him| wasaone. Well, that liedidn’t work
becausejust as| said “No-one,” another cop
car pulled up and found my two friends curled
up behind avending machine. Luckily itwas
Officer Schaefer who stepped out of that car, a
family friend of al threeof usgirls. A senseof
relief cameacrossall of usashe sat on the hood
of hiscar laughing at usthat night. Ontheother
hand, the cop who first found me continued
searching the baseball diamond in hopes of
finding morepeople. Officer Schaefer toldthe
other cop he could go, and then offered usa
rideto Kelsey’scar. Wetook himuponhis
offer, because none of ushad ever riddenina
cop car before.

That night was one surprise after
another. Itwasanight that will forever remain
humorousyet dreadful inmy mind. Kelsey,
Kendra, and | continueto sarcastically ask each
other, when wearebored, if wewant to go



break into thepool. Theresponseisawaysa
laugh and no real answer. Maybe someday,
sometime, wewill makeit over that fenceagain.
But until that day comes, | think | will just pay to
goswimming.
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Baptized Under Fire

by Nathan Johnston
Wartburg College---Fall 2005

“Hereshecomes,” said Greg. | turnedtofollow
his gaze and saw what we had been waiting but
not hoping for: the bushfire. Asit rushed up our
sideof thesteep valley, smokefilled my nostrils
and blinded me. Theteam took up their
positionsand got ready. Thisiswhat we had
trained for all those afternoons and weekend. |
felt atap on my back and turned around to see
someone—I couldn’t tell who astheir facewas
covered with awet rag, goggles, and ahelmet—
giving methethumbsupanda

burnfrom treetop to treetop—whichismainly
what happensintheareal live. To do theback
burning, you need theright weather conditions:
no raininthelast week, not too hot, low
humidity, and no wind. The chancesof al these
thingshappening at oncearevery dim. Thearea
around my home hasonly been back burnt
once, in1994.

When the 1995 bushfiresarrived, the
undergrowth had had awholeyear to regrow.

Theresultsweredisastrous.

big grin. Good luck iswhat he
wassaying, andluck iswhat |
wasgoing to need. Bushfires

| went outside to

The 1993 fireswere bad, but
thefiresof 1995 shall be
remembered for alongtime.

arevery dangerousand, each meet the rest of Fhe They weretheworst firesto hit
year, homesarelost and team and was hit theareaever, and over twenty
peopledie. That’sjust life by the smell of homeswerelost, some of them
wherel live. . just streetsfrom my house. Six
| liveinardatively smoke the instant | peopledied asaresult of the
largetown in New South opened the door. | actud fireor fromfalling
Wales, Audraia My house looked up and branches over the next week.

actualy backsonto bushland
that goesonfor kilometers
and, assuch, bushfiresare
something | havegrown up
with. My hometown hasbeen
ravaged by firefivetimesinthe
last tenyears. In 1992, twelve
houseswereburnt tothe
groundinanearby town. Then

could see a faint
red glow, and more
and more smoke
began to fill the
sky. | knew thefire
was getting close.

[t wasn'tjust homesor lives
that werelost, businessesand
local facilitieswerealso
destroyed. Thankfully, dueto
thedirectionthewind was
blowing, my street didn’t suffer
any mgor damage—only a
few holesburnt into our
trampolineby flying embers,

againin 1993, fifteen houses
were destroyed. After the 1993 fires, the
government ordered thelocal firestationsto do
regular backburning, whichisbasicaly asmall,
purposely lit, controllablefireused to burn away
al theundergrowthwhichfuelsabushfire. The
ideaisthat if thisisdoneregularly, thefires,
when they do come, will havelessfuel to burn
which meansasmadller fire. Theproblemisthat
thisdoesn’t help with crown fires—firesthat

Some of my friendsweren't so
lucky. Onefriend had hisgarage burnt, another
had the side of hishouse singed, and oneeven
had hisswimming pool damaged ontheday his
sister wasgoing to haveapool party for her
birthday.

The government promised to step up the
back burning and train morefirefighters, but my
street had had enough. During each fire, we had
been forced to leave our homesand moveto
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saf ety because wereweren't trained, sowe
decided to take action. My dad, Greg next
door, and John acrosstheroad did some
research and discovered that the New South
WalesFireBrigade hasaprogram called CFU,
Community FireUnit. CFU isaprogram where
agroup of locd residentsaregiventhe
equipment and training they need to defend their
homesfrom bushfire. It wasdecided that the
street would jointhe CFU program and be
ready for thenext fires.

Over the next threeyears, | watched my
neighborstrain and preparefor fires. | was
unabletojoinsincetherequired agetobea
member iseighteen, and | wasonly fifteen. They
got very good at thetraining, considering they
werethirty-fiveyearsold or older and only
trained when they had thetime. They weren’t
trained professionals, but boy werethey good.
Watching themtrain on aSunday afternoonis
oneof my fondest teenage memoriesand now,
thinking back onit, they wereheroestome. |
wanted to bejust likethemand | couldn’t wait
until I turned eighteen.

In 1997, firescameto town again. They
weren't near asbad as 1995, but once again,
homeswerelost and livestaken. Theonly good
to come out of the 1997 fireswasthat the CFU
team had achancetotest their training. Luckily
thewind wasin our favor onceagain soit
wasn’t too bad, but property would have been
damaged, maybe even ahomedestroyed if not
for the CFU team, now local heroes. The
newspapersran stories on them for weeksand
they wereeveninvited to march withthe
firefightersin athank-you parade afew weeks
later. A few dedicated neighbors showed what a
CFU team could do.

Next thing you know, CFU teamswere
popping up everywhere. My street waseven
asked to bein avideo to help promote CFU’s
and show new teamswhat to do and how it's
done. State-wide competitionswereheld for
CFU teamsand Landy Close, my street’ sname,
were state championsfor threeyearsrunning. |

remember asking my dad what it waslike
fighting thefiresandif hewasscared. “ Son,” he
said, “ 1t was one of themost amazing thingsl|
have ever done. | wasableto protect my home
and my family and that’ snot athing every man

“But Dad, wereyou afraid?’ | asked.

“Therearesomethingsamanand his
son should never talk about. Thisisoneof those
things”

Asyou couldimagine, when | turned
elghteen in September of 2002, and wasfinally
abletojointheteam, | wasalittle nervous.
Since | had been watching for yearsand had
known most of themembersasfriendssincel
wasyoung, | had notroublefittingin. |
remember lying in bed after my first training
sessionasamember thinking how longit would
beuntil | had the chancetofight my first fire.
Littledid I know that it wasonly amatter of
monthsaway.

November isthe start of thefire season,
but thefirst firesdidn’t start until December 10,
2002, in another part of Sydney. But oncethey
start, weknow it’ sonly amatter of timebefore
they hit us. Onthe sixteenth, afire started
approximately forty kilometersaway, and we
were put on standby. For two nights, wetook
turnstaking keeping an eye out for smokeonthe
horizon or eventheflickering of aflamereflected
into the sky. But onthethird night it seemed like
thewind had changed and thefirewasblowing
back onitself and would be out very soon,
maybe even beforemorning. It looked likewe
weregoing to get lucky and missthefire. And
thiswasabad one. Not many homesor lives
werelogt, but hundreds of hectaresof bush land
burnt. When | went to deep that night after my
watchwasup, | had thefeeling | would haveto
wait until next year for achanceto prove myself
totheteam.

| wasawoken at ninethe next morning
by my mumwho told methat, during thenight,
thewind changed and wewere expecting the
firewithinthe next two hours. Sheand my sister
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weregoing to my grandparent’ splaceafew
suburbsaway whereit was safe. It wasjust Dad
and meleft behind to protect our home. | went
outsideto meet therest of theteam and washit
by the smell of smoketheinstant | openedthe
door. | looked up and could seeafaint red
glow, and more and more smoke began tofill
the sky. | knew thefirewas getting close. We
had ameeting to organize what everyonewould
bedoing. I, asthe newest and | east experienced,
wasgiven aposition out of themain front of the
fire. Wehosed down the surrounding bush every
half an hour and waited.

Whenthefirefinaly cameover thehill
and started downthevalley, | couldn’t help but
haveafeeling of sadness. | had grown up
playing inthisbush, makingforts, playing
explorersand seeing nativeanimal's, and now it
wasburninginfront of me. | remember watching
T.V. later and seeing all theinjured, homeless
animalswandering the streetscovered in ashand
charcod. It wastruly aterriblesight. That
wasn't theonly feeling | washaving. | was
excited, yet terrified and the sametime—excited
tofight my first bushfire, but scared because so
much could gowrong. What if | forgot to do
something?What if thewind picked up at the
wrong time?What if, because of amistake
made by me, ahome was destroyed? Or worse,
someonelost their life? Thesewerethethoughts
going through my mind as| mademy way to my
position, double checked al the equipment, and
made surethat therewaswater in my hose
ready to go when it was needed.

Thefirearrivealot faster than |
expected. It cameroaring up thevalley towards
us. | wasterrified, but as| looked around at
how cam everyoneelsewas, | found comfort. |
saw thefirereach theguysonthemainfront,
wheremy dad was. Their hoses cameon and
thefight began. Thefiredowly madeitsway
around to where| was, and from the moment
when| first turned my hose on, thingswerea
blur. Adrendinekickedinandal | had timeto
dowasmy job—notimefor thinking, just

reacting. Thereareafew momentsthat | do
remember, though: jumping afive-foot fencein
uniform carrying asoaked hoseto put out afire
on my neighbor’ sroof, and getting too closeand
ateam mate having to pull meback. | wasvery
lucky asafew minutes|ater atreefell down
wherel had been standing. At another point |
remember hel ping afellow member get up after
they had tripped then hurryingtowherehelp
was needed.

Thewholeincident |asted about two
hours. Aswe sat around with acold beer in our
hands afterwards, wereflected on what had just
happened. No onewas serioudly hurt, just Ken
with asprained ankle. Theworst damage done
to any housewasasmall burn ontheroof. All
my house got wasaburnt fence, whichisvery
lucky, asmy homewasinlinewiththemain
front. We had doneit. We had protected our
homes.

Thefirewasone of themost terrifying,
exciting andimportant daysinmy life. | learned
that, when put under pressure, | won't freeze
up. | shared aspecia experiencewiththosemen
that day, something | will never forget. They
wereoncemy childhood heroesand now | was
oneof them—~baptized under fire.
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Memory

by Chris King

Hawkeye Community College—Fall 2003

It'sso hot. I’ m watching Scooby Doo with my
older brother Adam. I’m only two yearsold and
heisfour. Heiseating abag of M& Ms, taunting
mewith them but not giving meany. | start to get
mad at himwhen | hear athundering crash come
from the back room of our trailer. I’ m getting
scared when | look over at Adam and he stands
up, dropping the multi-colored candiesall over
thefloor. I watch himwalk

escape her lungsashethrustshisbrown,
concrete-stained work bootsinto her again.
Chillsbolt up my spine. Adam’ sgrip tightens
around meas| start to cry and screamout in
fear for my mother and baby brother. | am
terrified. | don’t understand what | am seeing. |
hear horrific screamsechoinginmy head, deep
inmy brain. | cover my earsas| watch my mom
climb off thefloor usngawhite

acrossthe brown shag chair gttinginfront of the
carpeting that stretches asfar | look at my baby round whitekitchentable. |
asmy young eyescan see. brother and heis watch him stand over top of
Another crash. Thisone seems . . , her in hisoil-covered John
louder and seemsto shakethe I mpin Adam S Deerework shirt. Swesat is
entire contentsof our two- arms. Adamis rushing off hisforehead. Ashe
bedroomtrailer. _I h_ear a ye| li ng and sartstoyell, my mom picks
screamfollow thistimeso| run . Corey off thefloor and | watch
up behind Adam. | put my Screamng for her limping toward Adamand
handsaround himand | fedl Corey to wake up. | me. My father grabsmy mom
himshaking. Westat walking hear another by her left shoulder and spins
towardsthekitchentable. A . . her around. Hetowersover he
door damsintothewall asitis roaring line of whilesheisscreaming, “Let me
swung open. | jump at the hatred spew from put him down. Please, please

sound. Adam and | dash back
intothelivingroom out of fear.

my father’sthroat.

let me put him down!” His
strong right hand came

My momisrunning downthe
hall carrying my baby brother, Corey, whois
about six monthsold. Sheiswearing abluetank
top that isso coveredinblood it could have
been mistaken for red, and apair of cut-off jean
shorts. Corey, held tightly against hisbreast, is
crying. Heiswearing only adiaper. | look into
my mom’ seyesto seethetearsof paintryingto
escapethe blacknessthat surroundsthem. Right
assheentered thekitchen fromthe narrow
hallway, | seeher tumble, asif pushed. Asshe
descendsto theground, | see my father standing
over top of her. The hateisleaking out of his
mouth ashe screams, damming hisright foot into
my mom'’ sstomach. | hear al of her breath

smashing down acrossher
face. | watch her fall against the pantry door.
Screaming for himto stop, Adam started to
walk closer to them, tearserupting from his
eyes. | wrap my handsaround hiswaist, not
wanting himto leavemy side. | watch my mom
stand therein adaze with her eyesclosed. He
swingshisclose-fisted right hand again, striking
her intheaready swollen eye. Her body hitsthe
floor likeaboulder. Shedtill has Corey tucked
away in her arms, covered in my mom’ sblood.
Hisear-piercing screamscut through my heart. |
want to help him so badly, but I' m so stiff. |
can’t move. | can’t makeasound. My father

rips Corey formmy mom’ sarm, and throwshim
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totheground likeadiscarded old toy. Watching
thismakesadll thelifeleapfrom my body. Thisis
all sounreal. Adam runsover to Corey and
grabshim. Adamiswiping theblood from
Corey’ sface ashe carries him back to our dark
corner. | look at my baby brother and heislimp
inAdam’ sarms. Adamisyelling and screaming
for Corey to wake up. | hear another roaring
line of hatred spew from my father’ sthroat. |
quickly turn my attentionto him. | feel numb as|
see him picking my mom up by her neck and
damming her into the pantry door. Again and
again, he shakesher, damming her body into the
door, harder and harder each time. Hetosses
my mominto thekitchentableand chairs. The
tableand acouple of chairsget knocked over.
My momislying onthefloor inthepile. Thenhe
pounceson top of her. He daps her acouple of
timesasif trying to wake her. Right ashegrips
her throat with hisbig hands, | beginto hear
sirensover top of hisbeer-soaked profanities
and Adam’ scries. The door bursts open when
fivepoliceofficersrushto my father. They put
himinaheadlock and take hisarmsbehind his
back. They dam him hard to the ground about
fivefeet frommy brothersand me. Hiscold
heartless eyes seer into my soul asif hewantsto
kill me. Just then, even more officerswalk into
thehouseand head straight for us. Thereare
people everywhere. I’ m so scared and nervous.
Thereare people huddlied over my mom. A tall,
dark-haired man walksover to take Corey, but
ashereachesfor him, Adamonly tightenshis
armsaround Corey’ swaist. Two other officers
pick up Adam and me and take us outside. We
stand outsidefor an eternity, when awoman
who lived acoupleof trailersdown runsupto
us. Hugging usand crying, sheasksif weare
okay. Then the door opensagain, and my father
iswalking out with hishead upright, eyeslooking
very camwith noremorseor decency. A great
fedling of confusion overwhelmsme. | fed so
lost, so alone, so betrayed as| watch him step
downinto that cop car. Therest of that evening
just fades away, deep into my mind.
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Crashing into Faith

by Anna Javellana
Wartburg College—Fall 2006

Hethrew open the passenger door and defiantly
dammedit shut. | didn’t care. | wasn’'t going
after himthistime.

“Just let him pout and pissfor afew
days,” | reassured myself. He' d get over it. He
couldn’ttell mewho | could and could not hang

Thisisn'tfor me, | decided. Sure, ayear
and ahaf must have meant something to me, but
my certainty waswaning. | loved Ryan. | would
say that Ryanloved meback. But still, it wasn't
enough... Our relationshiplacked something
and | could nolonger ignoretheholethat

out with. We had already
passed the high school shit. Or
had we?

But then| saw it: Out
of thefive he had to choose
from, hechosethemiddle
finger. Heraised it highand
oncehewascertain| saw it,
hewent insdewiththe
thunderousdam of another
door.

“Mature. Red mature.”

Y ep. Weddfinitely
hadn’t passed over the
maturity level of two high
school lovebirds. | needed to
breathe. The heat of the
argument still hot onmy
forehead, | rolled downthe
window. Thecoldwinter air
filledmy lungsbut | till
couldn’t shakethe heat. The
ridehomegave menothing to
do except replay the events
over inmy head. | could not

handle Ryan anymore: Hisreluctancetotrugt, his
relentless stubbornness, hisinfatuation with
football, hisobsession with video games, but
most of al, hislack of faith. Therehad to be at

| could not handle
Ryan anymore: ...
his infatuation with
football, his
obsession with
video games, but
most of all, hislack
of faith. There had
to be at least one
guy out there who
was a strong
Christian. | wanted
to fed like | had
somebody who
loved Christ as
much as| did.

needed to befilled. My heart
hurt, but my anger consumed
methe most.

Actlikeanadult? Tak
thingsout? Compromise?Nah.
Instead, | decided to surrender
tomy childishingtincts. And o
| didwhat any other naive,
obstinateteenagegirl would
do.

| sought revenge.

“Brett?Yeah...thisis
Anna. | wouldloveto hang out
withyou tomorrow night...No,
don’t worry about it. He' sout
of thepicturefor awhile...
Alright, seeyatomorrow.”

| arrived homewitha
guilty senseof satisfactionwith
myself. | wasout to provea
point and | blocked away any
remorse| should havefelt at
thetime. Ryanwould seeit
eventually: | wasn'tgoingto
stick around forever.

Thenext night, | took my sweet time
getting ready. | perfected each strand of hair,
separated each eyelash, and made surel color
coordinated correctly. | wanted to |ook good,

least one guy out therewho wasastrong
Christian. | wanted tofed like | had somebody
who loved Christ asmuch as| did. | guessl
would have s mply taken somebody whowasn’'t
afraidto stepinto achurch.

but thegirly-girl thing wastediousand boring. In
my attempt to be“fashionably late,” | gave up
getting ready and resorted to Sitting in front of
thetdevison.

Cory wasjust about to kiss Topanga
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whenthepiercing ring of my cell phone
interrupted my evening sitcom. Theobnoxious
Latinringwarned meit wasRyan. | debated
whether or not | wanted to talk to him. | was
Folit:

Theangd onmy right shoulder kept
telling mewhat ahorriblegirlfriend | madeand
how | needed to kissand make up. Meanwhile,
thedevil onmy left shoulder said, “ If youdon't
answer, it'snot likeyou'relying.”

Damnthat devil.

| ignored thecall and left for Brian's
house. When | pulled up everybody was aready
waiting outside. | breathed intwo big deep
breaths, trying to calm down. Why wasl|
anxious?“It’ snot likeit' sadate or anything,” |
reminded myself. After dl, | wasdtill Ryan's
girlfriend.

“We rehungry. Let’ sgoto Mickey
D’s,” Brett said. Honestly, talk about
impatience. Hecould have at least started witha
“Hey, how yadoin’?’ Instead, we piled into the
car and made our journey to the closest
McDondd's.

And from therewe began the car ride
fromhell. Welivedinamediocre-sizedtownin
lowawhich normally didn’t leave ustoo many
optionsof funthingsto do. We madeour own
fun.

Therest of thenight consisted of car
chases, water balloonsand fireworks. Oncewe
ran out of supplies, wehadto get alittle
creative. Wethought, why not pissoff al of
Hudson Road?And so, we drove down Hudson
going no morethan 15 milesan hour until traffic
was backed up for agood five blocks. Later
on, weleft our mark on afew housesof kidswe
hated and said hello to thekidsweloved. We
played hide-and-go seek in Wal-Mart and even
alittlegame of tag. Memoriesof my childhood
came streaming back tome.

| had to betheworst girlfriend ever.
Nevertheless, | washaving funand every time
that L atin ringtonewent off, | made good use of
thesilencebutton. That night | found adifferent

sideof mel never knew | had: | did crazy,
randomthingsand best of al, | laughed... alot.

| laughed so hard that it hurt and my laughswere
sotruethat eventually my eyeswatered. |

played likeakid again and for thefirst time, |
redlly didn’t carewhat othersthought of me.

Soon enough, wegrew tired of our night
on thetown and decided to turn in. Somebody
suggested that weall watch amovieand sowe
piled back into our cars. | waswalking over to
Matt’ struck when Brett grabbed my arm.

“Anna, comeridewithme,” heinvited.

Oh boy. Finally, theguilt started to set
in.

“Y egh, surething! Poage, why don’t you
ridewithus?’ Good save, Anna. Poagewould
makefor somegood comic relief and surely he
wouldfill any awvkward silence.

And sure enough, Poagejoked and
madefun of people, saving mefrom havingto
start aconversation. | enjoyed hiscompany and
spent the mgjority of theridelistening to what
should have been astand-up comedy session.
Hewasinthemidst of mocking our English
teacher when suddenly, the atmosphereturned
cold.

“Oh, FUCK!” Brett yanked thewheel
and | looked out my window. Brett wasinthe
passing lanegoing far toofast. | looked out of
my window and saw Matt, thedriver of the
other car, right next to me. | saw the panic and
fear inhispaeface.

Andthat wasit. Our car tumbledinto
theditchasif it wereaHot Wheelsplay car. My
heart nearly burst out of my chest, I didn’t know
it could beat sofast. | clenched my seatbelt,
squeezed my eyesshut, and prayed for mercy.

Except for the sound of thecar colliding
with the solid rock ahead of us, theworld was
muted. Each hit waslouder and more surreal
thanthe onebeforeit.

Once.

“Thisisn't hgppening.”

Twice

“I’mgoing to wake up now.”
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Threetimes.

“Makeit stop!!”

Four times.

“I’'mdonefor.”

Onthefifthroll, thecar teetereditself on
itswhesls. It stood there suspended, asif it
couldn’t decidewhether it wanted to land right
sideuporonitsside.

“Ohplease, God.”

Andwith aloud screech, the car flipped
back into its proper position. | kept my eyes
closed. | couldn’t fed anything. Nothingat all...
not even my racing heart.

“Am| dead?’ | opened my eyesand
saw blackness, “ Oh my God. I’m dead.”

But then everything cameintofocusand
| couldfed my leg. Thepainwassharp andredl.
| most assuredly was not dead. | looked over at
Brett. Hisface colored deepredin blood, he
screamed al the cursewords he knew and
pounded furioudy onthe steeringwhed!. | was
screaming, too, but | criedin pain. Brianand
Matt ran down fromthetop of the hill wherewe
had crashed. | looked at my leg. Theplastic
siding fromthe door trapped my foot. | yelled
and begged them to open the door as| fumbled
around for my phone. Oncel foundit, | hit my
parentson speed dial. | didn’t evenwait tofind
out who answered the phonel just started
talking and screaming and crying. Theboys
finaly pried open the door and my foot was set
free. They pulled me out of the car and went
over to help Brett and Poage as| dialed 911.

Therest of the night wasablur. From
the ambulance, to the cops, to thetow truck, the
areawasahugedisaster. | spent most of my
timeintheambulancewith Brett. | looked at his
facein horror. It seemed so unredl, asif | had
stepped into amovie scene. Thiswasaways
oneof thosethings| never thought would
happento me. Tome, my lifewason standby
and | felt 1 wassimply watching thenight unfold
from afar. Looking at Brett, | couldn’t help but
cry. | couldn’t hug him or hold him out of fear
that | might brush the glass shardsembeddedin

hisface. | held hishand and let my tearswash
theblood off of my own face.

“Anna, would youmind caling my
parentsfor me?1 don’tthink | can,” Brett
whispered.

“Of course. I'll just tell them to meet us
at thehospital,” and | reached for my phone.

No answer.

Suddenly, | remembered how | had
called my own parentsearlier. Surely they
should have been there by that time.

“Wherethe hdll arethey?I called them
over an hour ago,” | worried a oud.

| walked outsidetolook around. By this
time, theroad was blocked off and more police
carsand thefiretruck had arrived. | couldn’t
believewe caused thisbig of aruckus. | didn’t
seemy parentsand was about to step back into
theambulance when | heard somebody call my
name.

| looked at thetop of the hill and there
stood Ryan.

| spent the next day at home. | didn’t
fed likedoing anything. | wastired and
exhausted, but nightmareskept mefrom getting
any decent deep. | thought it would wear off,
butit didn’'t. That night, | turned on the shower.
Inmy ears, thefalling water sounded like
breaking glass. | immediately turnedit off and
sat onthetoilet, crying.

“Isthiswhat it' sliketo goinsane?’

| pictured myself inaninsaneasylum.
No. | would not let thisget the best of me. |
decided that regardless of therumors| would
face, | wasgoing to school tomorrow. No way
was| going to be put inaroom with padded
walls: | wasgoing to school.

L ater that night, Ryan offeredto drive
meto school inthemorning. Niceoffer, but |
wasabiggirl and | didn’t need achauffeur. We
agreed that we' d meet for breakfast instead.

Morning cameand | was4till disgusting
dueto my lack of shower. I gotinmy car and
drove up the street to our local Panera.
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“See” | toldmysdf, “I'mtotaly fine. |
just drove and nothing happened.”

Breakfast wasnice. Ryan and | never
mentioned our argument on Friday night or the
crash on Saturday. Infact, it waslikethe
weekend never happened. Too bad all
argumentscouldn’'t besolvedlikethat. .. life
would have been so much easier.

Wefinished eating and | took off first for
school, Ryanfollowing me. | didn’t even get but
oneblock away beforeacar pulled out infront
of meand cut me off. Instead of smply dowing
down andyielding, | dammed on the brakesand
darting crying.

Yep. | had lost my marbles.

| turned to go home and Ryan followed.
| raninto my house and sat on the kitchen floor
bawling. | hopedif | got into my house before
Ryan had the chanceto get out of hiscar, he
would just goto schoal. Instead, hecameinand
sat inthe corner with me. He picked meup and
rocked melikeababy. Helet mecry and didn’t
say aword.

| told him | thought | wasgoinginsane.
Helaughed at meand | sobbed harder.

“Ryan, I’m being completely serious!”
and | dug my face back into hissweatshirt to
blow my nose.

“Shhh,” he kept saying. Over and over
again. Herocked meand “ shhhh-ed” meuntil at
last, the water works ceased to snifflesand a
runny nose. My trembling handsand shoulders
finaly relaxed and somehow, | felt that Ryan
might possibly bethebest friend | ever had. | let
thetears stream down my face, each one
reminding methat | wasdtill dive.

| sat there, completely enclosedinhis
arms. For thefirsttimein days, | thought I might
beabletofall adeep. Back and forth. Back and
forth. Just likealittlechild, | sat withmy arms
closedtightly around hisneck. He stopped
rocking me and took my facein hishand, forcing
metolook himinhiseyes.

| felt thewarmth of moretearsstreaming
downmy face, but | didn’t makeasound. |

didn’t wanttoleavehim. Not at all.
“If it meansanythingtoyou, I’ ve started
praying.”
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One Milk Too Far

by Joe Kneip
Wartburg College—Fall 2006

Thebell rang. 1, likeeveryoneelse, was
thankful tobemovingout of thestifling
gymnasiumhesat. Weshuffleddownthehall,
shoulder to shoulder, likecowsmovingtowards
their troughs. Thefew whosehunger wasgreat
rushed ahead and claimedfirstinthelunchline.
Asl neared thelunchroom, aconstant buzz of
chatter begantofill my earsaccompanied by the
smell of theday’ slunch, chickenstrips. Littledid
| know, | would maketoday’ slunchoneto
remember.

| put my booksonthewooden shelves
andfell intoline. Ahead of me, two of my
buddies, ChrisRiggsand Patrick Heckroth,
gparked up aconversation on the associ ation of
our school’ slunchwith chicken. It seemedas
thoughwehad somekind of chicken product at
least twotothreetimesaweek. That many
chickenlunchesbeginstowear onaperson.
Wetook our traysandfilled themwith fruitsand
vegetablesthat weredisplayedinstainlesssted
pans. Wepunchedinour |D numbersand
moved inamong thenoi sy tablesof
underclassmen.

Theseniorshadtheir designatedtablein
theback, far corner of thelunchroom. Wesat
down. All together therewereabout six of us
who sat at thistable. Weduginto our lunches
withsmall-talk stuck in betweenthebitesof
chickenstrips. Asl neared theend of my lunch,
| began thinking of astory | had beentold
yesterday by afriend. During hislunch, acouple
of football playershad amilk-chugging contest.
Oneguy drank tenmilksandtheother eight. |
looked around at our lunchtable; it waslacking
excitement likeevery other day. | felttheneed
to break themonotony.

“How many milksdoyouguysthink |
candrink?’ | askedjokingly. Theheadsturned.
“Areyou serious?’ they asked. | smiled and

rosetomy feet tryingtofigureoutif | had
enoughroominmy stomachtosizeuptothe
challengel hadjust taken uponmyself. | went
and dumped my tray and hoppedintolineto buy
my milk. | decidedtobuy only six milksto
beginwithwhichwould givemeatotd of eight
ontop of thetwo | had already drank with my
lunch. Asl returnedtothetable, | could already
seetheanticipationwasbuilding. My buddies
werelaughing and shouting wordsof
encouragement as| sat down.

| took aseat at the end of my tableand
set downthemilksbeforeme. | grabbed my
firstvictim, gaveacheer tothefellows, and
drank it down. Themilk went downaseasy as
dicingthrough butter; al thetimel wasthinking,
“10milks, noproblem.” By theend of thefifth
milk, my buddieshad managedtoturnthisinto
somekind of sporting event. Theattention of
half thelunchroomwaslookingonininterest.
Atthetabletotheleft of mesat Eric, aforeign
exchangestudent from Germany, hishead
bobbing upanddowninlaughter. “That guy
mustthink I’'manidiot,” | thought.

By theend of theseventh milk, thetable
of juniorsdirectly behindmehadmigratedina
huddlearound our table. “Great, afanclub” |
thought. Patrick and Dan, two of my friends,
wereattracting most of theattentionto our table,
yeling“sevenmilksdown,” and* he’ sgoingto
break therecord.” By thistime, my brainwas
registeringall themilk I hadjust drank. Wow! |
wasfull. No, | wasn'tjust full; | wasbloated. |
shook upthelast milk todistributethechocolate
evenly throughout themilk andthendrankiit. A
crowd of cheerswent upwithfistspumpedin
victory.

| sat there, tryingtolet my stomach
digest someof themilk. Itfelt asthoughmy
stomachwasabottlefilledtothebrim, andit
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wasabout ready to overflow back into my
mouth. Asl wasabout to get up andleave,
another carton of milk camedancing onto our
table. “Ohno,” | thought.

Therewasnoway inhell | wasgoingto
drink that milk; thecrowd felt

pattern of reactionsbegan to appear when|
walkeddownthehall. Thegirlsgaveme
disgustinglooksinthehal whiletheguysgave
mehighfives. One person whowasunaware of
my accident wasour viceprinciple. | thoughtit
wiseof metoinform Mr.

differently. “Onemore!” they
shouted. | had already
reached my limit. | looked
aroundmeagain. Sure
enough, theteacherswere
watching now. | hadn’t asked
fordl thisattention. All I really
had wanted wasto havealittle
funatlunchwithmy friends.
Now, itfeltasthough| wason
astagewithaspotlight onme.
Thisfedingleftmenooption
but todrink themilk. | glanced
downat thetable. Shoutsof
“yougotthisman,” “don’t

| Zipped through the
crowd, out the side
door, and launched
nine milks worth of
puke all over the
sidewalk. It was
100% chocolate
milk with the
exception of a few
stray bites of carrot.

Bach about the accident, and
soonajanitor cameand
cleaneditup. Everyonelined
upforlunchgottowatchthe
janitor mopping up my vomit
out onthesunny sidewalk. It
wasnot at all appetizing.

L ookingback onthis
event makesmesmileevery
time. Thisismy senioryearin
highschool; | havetogetin
somegood laughsbeforel
graduate. Sometimesyou have
tosay “What thehell, why
not?’ That’ sexactly what |

wussout now,” and“it’ syou
versestheworld,” ranginmy ears. | gripped
thewarmmilk and reluctantly drank it very, very
dowly. Thefedingthat camenextwasnot at all
pleasant.

“I'mgoingtopuke,” | saidwitha
contorted face. Withthat, everyonewasup and
gone. | moved toward thecommonsareavery
dowly, notwantingtodisturbthemilk settledin
my stomach. Asl passed the book case, Dan
grabbed meby theshouldersand, to
congratulate me, gavemeagood shake. My
mouthfilledwithvomit.

| knew therewasnoway | wasgoing to
makeit tothebathroom. My next best option
wastheopen sidedoor straight ahead. | zipped
throughthe crowd, out the sidedoor, and
launched ninemilksworth of pukeall overthe
sidewalk. 1t was100% chocolate milk withthe
exception of afew stray bitesof carrot.
Needlesstosay, | felt horriblesitting throughmy
next period of math.

Word spread quickly about theevent,
and soon everyone knew what | had done. A

thought when | drank those
ninemilks. It doesn’t bother methat people
know | drank ninemilksand then threw themup
al overthesidewalk. Y oucan'tliveyour life
wonderingwhat other peoplethink of you. A
week ago | waswalking to my car when | was
asked by apeer, “Hey, areyou theguy that
drank al themilk andthrew upall over the
sdewak?’

“Yeslam,” | said.“Y ou reabsolutely
right.”
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