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Bread and Bombs



THE STRANGE CHILDREN OF the Manmensvitzender family did not go to school so we only knew
they had moved into the old house on the hill because Bobby had watched them move in with their
strange assortment of rocking chairs and goats. We couldn't imagine how anyone would live there,
where the windows were all broken and the yard was thorny with brambles. For a while we expected
to see the children, two daughters who, Bobby said, had hair like smoke and eyes like black olives,
at school. But they never came.

We were in the fourth grade, that age that seems like waking from a long slumber into the world the
adults imposed, streets we weren't allowed to cross, things we weren't allowed to say, and crossing
them, and saying them. The mysterious Manmensvitzender children were just another in a series of
revelations that year, including the much more exciting (and sometimes disturbing) evolution of our
bodies. Our parents, without exception, had raised us with this subject so thoroughly explored that
Lisa Bitten knew how to say vagina before she knew her address and Ralph Linster delivered his little
brother, Petey, when his mother went into labor one night when it suddenly started snowing before his
father could get home. But the real significance of this information didn't start to sink in until that year.
We were waking to the wonders of the world and the body; the strange realizations that a friend was
cute, or stinky, or picked her nose, or was fat, or wore dirty underpants, or had eyes that didn't blink
when he looked at you real close and ail of a sudden you felt like blushing.

When the crab apple tree blossomed a brilliant pink, buzzing with honey bees, and our teacher, Mrs.
Graymoore, looked out the window and sighed, we passed notes across the rows and made wild
plans for the school picnic, how we would ambush her with water balloons and throw pies at the
principal. Of course none of this happened. Only Trina Needles was disappointed because she really
believed it would but she still wore bows in her hair and secretly sucked her thumb and was nothing
but a big baby.

Released into summer we ran home or biked home shouting for joy and escape and then began doing
everything we could think of all those things we'd imagined doing while Mrs. Graymoore sighed at the
crab apple tree which had already lost its brilliance and once again looked ordinary. We threw balls,
rode bikes, rolled skateboards down the driveway, picked flowers, fought, made up, and it was still
hours before dinner. We watched TV, and didn't think about being bored, but after a while we hung
upside down and watched it that way, or switched the channels back and forth or found reasons to
fight with anyone in the house. (I was alone, however and could not indulge in this.) That's when we
heard the strange noise of goats and bells. In the mothy gray of TV rooms, we pulled back the
drapes, and peered out windows into a yellowed sunlight.

The two Manmensvitzender girls in bright clothes the color of a circus, and gauzy scarves, one purple,
the other red, glittering with sequins came rolling down the street in a wooden wagon pulled by two
goats with bells around their necks. That is how the trouble began The news accounts never mention
any of this; the flame of crab apple blossoms, our innocence, the sound of bells. Instead they focus
on the unhappy results. They say we were wild. Uncared for. Strange. They say we were dangerous.
As if life was amber and we were formed and suspended in that form, not evolved into that ungainly
shape of horror, and evolved out of it, as we are, into a teacher, a dancer, a welder, a lawyer, several
soldiers, two doctors, and me, a writer.

Everybody promises during times like those days immediately following the tragedy that lives have
been ruined, futures shattered but only Trina Needles fell for that and eventually committed suicide.
The rest of us suffered various forms of censure and then went on with our lives. Yes it is true, with a
dark past but, you may be surprised to learn, that can be lived with. The hand that holds the pen (or
chalk, or the stethoscope, or the gun, or lover's skin) is so different from the hand that lit the match,
and so incapable of such an act that it is not even a matter of forgiveness, or healing. It's strange to
look back and believe that any of that was me or us. Are you who you were then? Eleven years old
and watching the dust motes spin lazily down a beam of sunlight that ruins the picture on the TV and
there is a sound of bells and goats and a laugh so pure we all come running to watch the girls in their
bright colored scarves, sitting in the goat cart which stops in a stutter of goat-hoofed steps and clatter
of wooden wheels when we surround it to observe those dark eyes and pretty faces. The younger girl,
if size is any indication, smiling, and the other, younger than us, but at least eight or nine, with huge
tears rolling down her brown cheeks.

We stand there for a while, staring, and then Bobby says, "What's a matter with her?"

The younger girl looks at her sister who seems to be trying to smile in spite of the tears. "She just
cries all the time."

Bobby nods and squints at the girl who continues to cry though she manages to ask, "Where have
v/t vide eaome fram 2"






