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A Story by Jon Swan

e could  choose w hether we 
w an ted  the walls p a in ted  
b rig h t yellow  or sky blue. 

J w anted  it b rig h t in  there so it 
w ould  look like the sun  was sh in in g  
even w hen it w asn’t. T h ere  were 
only three votes for b righ t yellow. 
T h e  rest of the class was for sky blue. 
T h a t  was the sam e day they said 
there  was a new p rinc ipa l. W e were 
g lad  to  h e a r there  was a new p rin c i­
pal, b u t they sh o u ld n ’t have asked us 
a b o u t w h a t co lor we w anted the 
walls if they knew  they w eren’t going 
to p a in t them . Instead , they said the 
m oney w ould  go in to  buying p lay­
g ro u n d  e q u ip m en t, som ething every 
ch ild  cou ld  use and  enjoy, an d  an 
o u td o o r d r in k in g  fo u n ta in  since we 
d id n ’t have one. T h e  walls in  o u r 
room  are yellow, b u t n o t b rig h t yel­
low. T h e y ’re closer to  brown. T h e  
ceiling  is fu ll of long  cracks. Flakes 
fall w hen  th e re ’s a fire d rill o r w hen 
the w hole school has to  get dow n on 
the floor u n d e r th e ir  desks. W hen  
the d r i l l ’s over y o u ’d th in k  it  had  
snow ed an d  the snow had  got d irty  
on the way dow n.

• t •
I wish th a t instead  of g e ttin g  a 

new jung le  gym and  a fo un ta in  they 
had  got a new a r t  teacher. I c an ’t 
d raw  very well, b u t I love d raw ing  
horses, so som etim es I p u t a horse in 
a house looking  o u t a w indow . She 
says th a t I 'm  o ld  enough  to know  
better, an d  w hat I d o n 't  say is th a t 
if I ’m  o ld  enough  to know b e tte r 
m aybe 1 do. People d o n ’t know w hat 
to do at hom e. T h e y ’re always telling  
you to  be q u ie t o r to pick u p , or 
w atch ing  T V , b u t horses w ould have

fun  in  a house. If they got bored  they 
could  kick dow n the w alls an d  in 
one ju m p  be ou t in  the country . So 
now  I p u t people in my houses, bu t 
she doesn 't like them  very m uch 
either. She says they look ugly. W h at 
1 d o n 't say is th a t my people are her. 

* * •
W e got in the bus today and  there  

was a new  driver. H e d id n ’t know  
w here to  le t us off a n d  we d id n 't  tell 
h im  e ither, so we drove for hours and  
hours, u p  the long h ill and  a round  
all the back roads. H e kept asking if 
we lived here  o r there, an d  we all 
ju s t shook ou r heads and  w ent on 
singing, and  by then  it was n igh t an d  
his lights d id n 't  work. So he got out, 
an d  said he was go ing  to w alk to the 
nearest house an d  phone. T h e n  he 
shu t the door from  the outside, and  
locked it so we co u ld n ’t get ou t, and  
w alked off. As soon as he was gone 
we opened  the w indow s and  clim bed 
out. W e played h ide an d  seek u n til  
we c o u ld n 't  see each o th e r anym ore. 
W e were way o u t in  the country  
w here nobody h ad  ever been before. 
W e tu rn ed  the bus in to  a house. W e 
h u n ted , an d  the girls cooked. W e 
spent the w hole day ou t h u n tin g . 
W hen  we came back o u r clothes were 
a ll to rn , so the g irls m ade us clothes 
o u t of deerskins. I was the only one 
w ho knew  how to m ake a fire. I 
w asn’t the chief though. W hen  I 
said  I knew  how  to m ake a fire, I said 
I w ould  m ake it on one condition , 
th a t we w ould never have a chief, 
o r if we d id , then just for a day. A 
ch ief do esn 't have to listen to any­
body if he doesn’t w an t to, 1 said, 
an d  th a t’s why people w an t to be

chief. W hen  o u r old p rincipal used 
to ta lk  to me he never listened to 
a w ord I said, or else he w ould tell 
me w hat I m ean t w hen 1 said some­
th ing, and  he was always wrong. 
T h a t w asn’t w hat I m eant, bu t you 
can 't ta lk  to  people w hen you know 
they’ve got a ru le r  in  the top  draw er. 
Even if he doesn’t even take it ou t 
you get so scared you say the w rong 
th in g  every tim e. W hich is why I 
d id n 't  w ant us to  have any chief. 
W hen I ex p la ined  th is everybody 
agreed. I gave my speech at n ight, 
around  o u r cam pfire. W e d id n 't 
s tand  u p  w hen we spoke. Sometimes 
you co u ld n ’t tell w here the voice was 
com ing from. I used to wish the 
fire wovdd speak. It d id  once, all 
abou t colors an d  how  they felt and 
w here flames are try ing  to go when 
they fly up , and  th a t fire was our 
friend, o u r best friend  on earth  to­
gether w ith  w ater, an d  th a t most 
people d id n ’t know  this u n til the 
m in u te  they d ied, w hen they tu rned  
in to  fire and  w ater and  d irt. W e all 
sat a round  the fire, listen ing  to the 
fire telling  its story, and  now maybe 
you w onder if any of this is true, and 
it isn ’t. I was ju s t te llin g  a story too. 
abo u t the day our bus got lost. It 
never got lost. W e always get let ou t 
a t the r ig h t place, an d  w hen a bus 
stops all the cars beh ind  it have to 
stop too.

# * *

W hen 1 asked the teacher w hat in ­
divisible m eant, she said it was some­
th in g  you co u ld n 't divide. T h e n  she 
said it m ean t one, b u t w hat 1 d id n ’t 
say was you can d iv ide one too, and  
tha t she h ad  tau g h t us how herself.



I used to think it m eant invisible, 
like God, which comes righ t after 
that, and that we lived in an invisi­
ble nation under Him. My m other 
says you can see God when you’re 
dead though. W hen she tu rned  out 
the light I thought it would be funny 
if He couldn’t see us when we’re 
alive either. I would like to be invisi­
ble sometimes, even if only to God. 
In  geography class, when the teacher 
starts talking about some faraway 
place like India, sometimes I shut 
my eyes, and feel myself getting 
smaller and smaller until I ’m  not in 
the room anymore b u t over in some 
city she’s talking about, and as long 
as I keep my eyes shut and can see 
the shops and the people and the 
holy monkeys and the people lying 
in  the streets, I feel I'm  invisible to 
everybody in class because I ’m not 
there. As soon as she starts talking 
about crops and climate though, 
there I am right back in th a t crummy 
room. Instead of buying us a new 
jungle gym they should let us all 
go over to India. W e w ould learn 
more that way. I would keep my 
eyes wide open! Yesterday I shut my 
eyes too long and fell asleep. 1 guess 
the bell rang before the teacher 
noticed because nobody called my 
name or pulled my hair. W hen I 
opened my eyes the walls looked 
red. Everybody looked red, including 
our teacher.

* #  #

T hree of us have races around 
the bu ild ing sometimes. One stands 
by the back door and one runs 
around the bu ild ing one way and 
the other the o ther way. You're 
really only supposed to play ou t on 
the playground behind the school, 
bu t that only makes us ru n  faster so 
nobody will see us. A ram p goes up  
each side, and there aren 't m any w in­
dows on the sides, so you don’t need 
to worry too m ush about anybody 
seeing you there. I t ’s around the 
front where you really have to run. 
T here are lots of windows and only 
a few bushes and then the front 
stairs. You can usually tell who’s 
going to win by where you meet in 
front. If you've already passed the 
stairs and lie’s only made it to the 
flagpole, you can be pretty sure 
you’re going to win. B ut you can 't

slow down because anything can hap­
pen. T h e  janitor can come ou t the 
side door, or one of the teachers may 
be standing ou t there, like the one 
who w'as crying once when I ran  past. 
T h en  you have to slow down and 
pretend you’re looking for some­
thing. Like you lost your lunch 
money or a milk ticket or something. 
But nobody came out, and I was ru n ­
ning hard , and when I came around 
the back I knocked a girl over and 
she fell down and started crying. 
Some teachers came ru n n in g  over, 
including our gym instructor, who 
looked at the girl and then started 
shaking my shoulders and asking me 
questions. I d id n ’t even know the 
g irl’s name. One of the teachers led 
her away. T he gym instructor walked 
away too, but the bigger boys, w ho’d 
been throwing a football with him, 
stayed behind. T hey p u t their arms 
around  my shoulders like we were 
all pals and led me over to the d rin k ­
ing fountain. T hey said, how could 
I do such a thing? I said I didn t 
mean to and that I d id n ’t even know 
the g irl’s name. T h en  they m ade a 
circle around me so nobody could 
see, and  then three of them  picked 
me up  and laid  me down w ith my 
back against the sharp po int in the 
m iddle of the d rink ing  fountain. 
T h en  the one who was holding my 
arms pushed down and the other 
two pulled  my legs down. I t felt like 
the po int was digging a hole right 
into my backbone. They said if I 
yelled they’d do it even harder. But 
finally I couldn’t help it. I screamed. 
They all started laughing very loud 
as if it was all a joke and let me 
down and walked away. My back 
hurt. I tried not to cry. My shirt was 
all wet in back and so were my pants, 
but when I touched myself my hand 
wasn’t red. I t was only water. Actu­
ally, this d idn 't happen to me at re­
cess. They did  it to me one night 
when my father and I went to a 
basketball game. T hey caught me 
out in the hall on my way back from 
the boy’s room. T hey  chased me all 
the way down the hall and  ou t into 
the playground, and th a t’s when 
they did  it. But I could never figure 
out why, because they all went to 
high school and I ’d never seen them 
before, and maybe if I h ad n ’t started

ru n n in g  they never w ould have 
chased me and h u rt my back like 
that. W hen I tell the story I m ake it 
happen  righ t after I knocked th a t 
g irl down, because then  it makes 
sense.

* * *
After that, I started picking worms 

up  off the driveway after a ra in . I 
throw  them  back onto  the grass. I 
know they d o n ’t have backbones and  
th a t you can even cut them  up and  
parts of them  will live, bu t they look 
helpless lying there on the asphalt or 
on the sidewalks dow ntow n, and  it 
only takes a second to bend  over and  
pick them  u p  and  toss them  back 
on to  the grass, i tho u g h t my fa ther 
w ould laugh a t m e b u t he d id n ’t. 
H e says they help air ou t the earth , 
w hich needs to b reathe too, and tha t 
when they die they m ake the ea rth  
richer. I ’d never tho u g h t of the ea rth  
breathing. It m ust be asleep. I like 
to th ink  of it dream ing  ab o u t those 
cities I go to when I shu t my eyes in 
geography. Except, where w ould they 
be if it ever woke up? In  spring, all 
the country roads break up. T h ey  
call w hat happens frost heaves. Some 
are so deep the driver has to stop and  
shift to get across, b u t w hen he’s in  
a hurry  and  goes over fast, we all 
bounce u n til our heads practically 
bang against the top. You can tell 
som ething’s alive down there. If it 
can break an asphalt road  ap a rt 
when it's sound asleep, th in k  of w hat 
it could do if it ever woke up! I wish 
it would. W e have the news on when 
we eat at six.

#  #  #

R iddle: W h at has three feet and  
can 't walk?

(•spnsp jtA  y )
R iddle: W hat light has three 

lights and only one works 
at a time?

(■tqSij aigejj y )
R iddle: If you w'cre in a cave and 

a big boulder th a t was too 
heavy for you to move fell 
over the only way out, 
how w ould you get out?

( \(n .w
m qt m o ia§ pint aroq Stq e ag)

I read the first one in a book. My 
friend m ade up the second one. A nd 
I m ade u p  the last one in  class when 
I was staring up  at the ceiling. W ith

100



all those cracks it looked like a cave 
th a t could  cave in  any m inute. Some­
times, w hen a je t goes over low 
enough , like they d id  on m akeup  
day, big chunks fa ll ou t. We were all 
ou t on  the p layg round  w hen they 
w ent over. I t was on  a Saturday. We 
were m ak ing  up  fo r all those days we 
lost because of the snow tha t was so 
deep the reg u la r snowplows c o u ld n 't 
han d le  it and  they had  to use bu ll­
dozers. M y fa th e r an d  1 were w alk­
ing  dow n the road  to  pick u p  some 
eggs an d  m ilk  a t a ne ighbor’s farm  
when suddenly  we heard  a trem en­
dous noise, bu t we co u ld n ’t see w here 
it was com ing  from . T h e n  we saw a 
whole m o u n ta in  of snow com ing at 
us dow n ju s t below  the curve. You 
co u ld n 't see the  bulldozer. A ll you 
could  see was this b ig  wall of snow 
m oving a long  very slowly. W e had  
been snow ed in  for five days. W hen  
the bu lldozer got close we had to get 
way oft to the side, practically  in  the 
woods. W e saw a hole in  the snow. 
My fa th e r said rab b its  lived in  there 
in a little  cave they d ig  and th a t this 
was only one tu n n e l. T h e n  the  b u ll­
dozer w ent by an d  it was easy to  walk 
an d  w hen  we cam e back w ith  the 
m ilk  an d  eggs the w hole road u p  to 
o u r drivew ay was p low ed out. My 
fa th e r said, well th a t's  the end  of

th a t road! T h e  bulldozer had scraped 
up  rocks and  cu t some rig h t in two. 
Some ot the  banks, on the sides, were 
ten feet tall. I m ade lots of angels. 
M y fa th e r w rote w ords in the snow 
w ith  a stick. H e said tha t w hen the 
snow m elted  the words w ould  sink 
in to  the g ro u n d , or ru n  oft to the 
sea, or go up  in to  the clouds, since 
we were m ade ou t of d ir t and  w ater 
an d  air, and  so w ere o u r words, bu t 
ou r best w ords tu rn  in to  fire. Some­
tim es 1 start a story like th a t and  he 
goes on w ith  it, or he starts one and  
1 go on w ith  it, b u t on  the way dow n 
he d id n 't  w an t to  talk. H e said snow 
m ade h im  w ant to be cjuiet. It was 
w hen we heard  the  bu lldozer th a t he 
started  ta lk ing , an d  we m ade up  
those stories abou t w hat the rabbits 
w ould do if they c o u ld n ’t get ou t and 
abou t angels and  words.

Anyway, on th a t m akeup  day we 
were all o u t on the p layground  when 
th ree jets came over. I ’ve never heard  
an y th in g  like it. T h e  bulldozer 
w asn 't ha lf as loud. T h ey  came over 
so low it looked like they were going 
to h it the trees an d  crash in the play­
g round . 1 was swinging. It lookeil 
like my feet were going to h it the 
bo ttom  of the m idd le  jet. I got off 
the swing fast. You saw them  righ t 
overhead, and  then  the noise came.

T hey  cam e over three times. Every­
body looked scared. I though t it was 
p retty  du m b  of the teachers to just 
stand  there. Y ou’re supposed to run  
for shelter, or lie flat on the ground, 
or hide beh ind  som ething like they 
do on  T V . W e all talked about it 
back in  class. My teacher said there 
was no reason to hide or take shelter 
because they were o u r own airplanes 
and  were ju st practicing. 1 said we 
shou ld  have practiced too. Practiced 
what? she said. Practiced hiding. She 
said there  was no reason for that, that 
there  was no reason to be frightened 
except for the noise, and  that any­
way, they h a d n 't  m eant to scare us. 
T hey  probably  h a d n ’t even seen us 
they were going so fast. T h en  she 
to ld  us to p u t o u r heads down on 
o u r desks an d  rest for three m inutes, 
and  she p u t on a record, and  we all 
rested. W h en  I woke up  I looked at 
the Hakes on my desk, and this time 
w hen I opened my eyes the Hakes 
looked w hite  as snow, and  the walls 
looked w hite, an d  my teacher's face 
was w hite  as chalk, and I thought, I 
to ld  her we should  have h idden , be­
cause now  we were all dead. □

Mr. Swan’s poems have appeared in a 
number of magazines and his plays 
performed in Seattle and ofl-Broadway.
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