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. . . the battle between poets and the people who aren't, like, poets . . .

1

"I'm done screwing up, " D W-B said. She threw her hair back. "I'll learn from your mistakes. There's less bruising that way." Without even looking at Eryk, she picked up her books and put them in her backpack.

"Damn it," Eryk said, in a whisper. 

"Dear God, man," Duke said. "Unlisten, for your own good."

Ifala, another one of Eryk’s buddies, shook his head.

D W-B put her backpack on and hurried out of Barny's. 

Eryk sat in the booth by the window, and stared wistfully after her. 

Yeah, you got no business being in love if you're just 15.
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Maybe you hated the class on modern poetry, not Eryk. He was into it.

Eryk wasn't proud of his life. Thank God, he thought, there are no videotapes of everything he'd done. He couldn't live it down.

When things weren't a total disaster-he just had to be satisfied.

D W-B, with reddish brown, straight hair, sat across from Eryk in poetry class. He tried to figure out if he was taller than her. Once, he stepped up behind her, to measure, and got mesmerized by her ass. She suddenly spun around. He got embarrassed, and just brushed past her on the way out of the room.

Most girls-no, maybe all of them, scared the hell out of Eryk.

It was September, just a few days into starting school that year, and Eryk saw something fall off D W-B's desk.

She didn't see it.

Eryk, thinking he'd be a hero-real courageous-figured he could rescue her little piece of paper, and become famous in her eyes.

He bent over and picked it up. As he did, he noticed there was writing on it, scrawled in tiny, tiny letters, words, sentences, and verses.

D glanced at him, but didn't know what he was doing, as he crumpled it up in his hand.

Then, secretly, like a gigantic criminal, he unwrapped the piece of paper.

Yes, there were lines, verses, and paragraphs, on a torn shred of blue-lined notebook paper.

She glanced over again. He always had his eye on her, but if she caught him staring, he looked away. Quickly—quickly, he crumpled the paper in his hand.

Should he give it back to her? Certainly, of course, he must. But first, he'd have to make a copy.

He could hardly find the time-the right moment to read her poetry. The class ended. 

He went to search for a copy machine.

The library?

Yeah, he could try there.

Criminal, criminal, criminal-that's what he thought he'd turned into.

Stalker, stalker, stalker-

What if she thought he was a stalker?

No, he couldn't follow her to her next class, wherever that was-just a minute to run upstairs to the copy machine-make a copy-and then what?

The librarian looked up as he came in, but didn't say a word.

Crap! Did he have change?

Whoa! A quarter.

Among the lint, messed up pieces of gum and candy in his pocket, somehow, some way, there was a quarter.

Did the damn machine give change?

He just hoped it worked.

Putting the little piece of paper on the screen, he saw it had words on both sides.

What luck—ten cents a copy. He copied both sides, and was in his history class just as the bell rang.

The original note was now in a safe place, his top front pocket. Yes, his pants pockets were too dangerous-anything might find its way there. No, D's poetry must survive its trip in his pocket unscathed. He didn't want any trouble happening to D's poetry. No way.

Now, he could study the copy.

The lunatic history teacher droned on about King Philip of Spain. Who cares about that guy? He died about 500 years ago—the hell with him. That was Eryk's thought process.

Back to D's poetry.

Oh, my God, Eryk said to himself. The writing is so beautiful-so heartfelt. What the hell did it mean? The moon over Atlantis-what was that? 

Longing for surrender?

What damn war was she fighting?

He had to find out more.

3

"What do you want that for?" was his mother's question, as he pulled a sandwich bag out of a kitchen drawer.

He started thinking of an answer, but couldn't. He walked out of the room without answering.

Oh, great, he thought to himself. She probably thinks I'm bagging drugs.

Up in the room-the Eryk laboratory-he transferred D W-B's poetry into the plastic baggie.

No way he wanted some downpour to befall D W-B's literary output-or, at least, his shred of it.

He better carry it with him, just in case his mother made a search of his room while he was out playing basketball.

In Bronski's back yard basketball court, he took off his shirt. He didn't want it to get sweaty. It was pretty warm, and he made sure the piece of paper was in the pocket, on the ground.

Most afternoons, he played basketball with the Bronski brothers, on their court behind their house. They were hockey players. It got a little rough under the basket at times. 

Like-now. 

He drove for the basket and was hammered like a projectile out of bounds. For the Bronskis, checking was permitted in basketball. Somehow Eryk tripped, his face hit the sidewalk, his head bounced and he skidded to a stop, cheekbone first. What the hell was that sidewalk doing there?

The Bronski's old man was loaded-a doctor-he'd built a six foot tall doll house for his daughters, complete with a poured sidewalk up to the front door.

"You better come into the house," Jimmy Bronski said.

Inside the kitchen, Mrs. Bronski washed off the grit from the side of Eryk's face. That didn't feel so good. Then she put a washcloth with ice in it on the side of his face.

"Hold this on," she said.

"You got a real good scrape," John Bronski said. "Sorry."

John was a lefthander. Eryk always forgot that. John would sneak up on him when he could, and hammer him.

"It's okay," Eryk said. 

Now he started thinking about his shirt-out there-unsupervised. 

The Bronski sisters, all three of them, could be out there fooling around with his shirt.

He ran outside and rescued his shirt, then it was back across the street, to the upstairs dungeon.
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The next day, in Modern Poetry, he waited until the class was half over. 

He studied his watch.

He wanted to pretend D W-B had just dropped her little shred of poetry scrawled paper. He didn't want her to think he'd been photocopying and carrying it around for 24 hours.

He leaned over.

"Hey," he said. "You dropped this."

She looked over, and suddenly her eyes grew large with fright, as she saw what he held.

She grabbed it angrily, as if she knew he was a demented madman.

His heart sank-down, down, down, to the depths where it usually resided-a dark, lonely place.

At the end of the class, she rushed out, without looking at him.
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"Awesome scar," Ifala said.

They were in the cafeteria, having lunch.

"Yeah," Duke said. "It's, like, right down the side of your face."

"Yeah, well, I know," Eryk said. "Listen, Ifala, do you know that girl over there."

Eryk was pointing.

"Who?" Duke said.

"The girl with the purple shirt."

"I don't know," Ifala said. "I think she might be from Green Island. Want me to find out?"

"Yeah. Sure. Find out where she lives, and like, what her name is."

"Okay, I'll ask Gretchen."

"Don't say I asked," Eryk said.

Ifala gave him a strange look.

"Okay, listen, never mind," Eryk said.

"No. No problem. It'll give me a chance to talk to Gretchen."

Ifala caught up to Gretchen as she was getting some Jell-O.

"Hey, Gretch," Ifala said.

"Hi," she said, not sure she wanted to be seen talking to him.

"Say, do you know that girl over there?"

"Who? Where?"

"Don't look-the girl with the purple shirt."

"You mean the purple sweater?"

"Yeah, whatever."

"I don't know her-wait-I think she's in—I think she's a volunteer."

"A what?"

"A volunteer."

"Really? What's that, like, a gang?"

Gretchen laughed. "Yeah-a gang."

"Whoa."
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Ifala reported his findings to Eryk.

"She's, like, in a gang," he said.

"You're kidding?"

"No."

"What gang?"

"The volunteers."

"Geez, I've never heard of them."
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Later that afternoon, Eryk was at his locker, which he felt was nothing more than the headquarters of a lunatic, with photos of his favorite baseball and basketball players, and ripped out pictures of beautiful girls scotch taped all over the inside, when, suddenly, D W-B slammed the metal door shut.

He almost dropped the peanut butter cracker he was chewing on.

"Did you read it?" she said.

"Wh-"

"I said, did you read it?"

His mouth was, like, cemented shut, with all that peanut cracker stuff. Plus, he didn't know what to say.

She waited impatiently for an answer, kind of, bent out of shape.

"Yeah," he said, quietly.

"Oh, my God."

She rushed off.

He stared after her. It was a beautiful sight, after all.

He checked his watch-2:34.
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The next day, at 2:30, he stood at his locker, looking back and forth down the hall. This time he wasn't eating any stupid cracker.

He looked away, and checked if his locker door was closed. When he turned around, there she was, leaning against the locker next to his, freckles all over her nose, the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

It looked like she was going to talk to him. How could he be so lucky?

"So," she said. "What did you think?"

"About what?"

"You know what."

"What you wrote?"

"Yeah."

Boy, he was in a spot now. He had no idea what it was about. The words and verses about her heart breaking with forbidden wishes. What the hell did it mean?

"Good. I thought it was good."

"Like what? Was there any part you liked best?"

Wow. This was getting tougher. Now, on one hand, he practically knew it by heart-but-wait a minute-she didn't know he copied it.

"I'd have to see it again. To remember."

She started to take her backpack off. She seemed unsure.

"So," he said. "You're a volunteer."

He was feeling he might like to change the subject.

"Yeah," she said. "How did you know that?"

Oh, my God, he thought to himself. It was, like, a trap. He fell right into it. What did Tom Sawyer say? When in doubt, tell the truth.

"I asked somebody."

"You asked somebody?"

The bell rang.

"Yeah."

He knew she was going to ask him more questions-tough questions.

"I have to go," she said. "I don't want to be late for class."
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The next day, at lunch, Eryk, Ifala, and Duke discussed the usual topics, like why they were cruelly and unfairly cut from the latest team they'd tried out for (Ifala said that they shouldn't have claimed that they were quarterbacks) and such things as the dismal sales of the latest CD from their band, The Stroke Victims, and rumors that they were lame, couldn't rap, shouldn't attempt to, and were just plain uncool.

Eryk said, "I think we should join a gang or something."

Of course, at that very moment, he was watching D W-B from afar. Sometimes, he'd even catch her eye.

"What gang?" Duke said.

"The volunteers, I think," Eryk said. "Ifala, why don't you ask Gretchen about them?"

"Alright," Ifala said.
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Eryk watched Ifala wind his way through the tables in his search for Gretchen. Like Eryk knew where D W-D was, Ifala had no trouble finding Gretchen.

Ifala sat down next to her, squeezing between her and another girl. The other girl, Wushy Wushy, gave him a strange look, like he was a lunatic.

"Hey, Gretch," Ifala said. "Eryk thinks he might want to be a volunteer. What
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