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What Are You Gonna Do?

Paul George

It is raining. It always rains. The Bible says the world was destroyed after forty days and forty nights 

of rain. Here in Vancouver, we would just call that springtime. I leave the comfort of the sea of front 

doors and windows that is the Evergreen Terrace apartments and take my morning sojourn to 

Cascade Junior High School. I have my green duffel bag. It was my brother’s when he was on the 

high school football team. While walking, I navigate the puddles and stay under the pine trees when 

possible. As the high pitched sound of car tires on the wet road gets louder, I move away to avoid 

baptism by puddle splash.

It is Friday. Thank God! I approach the school; it is still locked. Kids are standing around talking 

about music and football. I look for Jason, my best friend. He’s rarely there before me. I stand with 

other students under the awning, looking for protection from the unrelenting spring rain. I look down 

the street and see Jason walking by himself. Damn! I was hoping Rachel, his sister, was with him. It 

never rains when Rachel is around.

He walks up to me under the awning, soaked from the rain. He doesn’t have a raincoat. I know his 

mother cannot afford one. His hair is black and cut as if someone put a bowl over his head and 

trimmed around the edge. I ask him if Rachel is coming to school. “She’s running late,” he replies.

The eighth grade has been unremarkable in every way except one. This is the year I became 

Gentry’s object of aggression. Gentry was an ape poorly disguised as a human being. Every 

morning he would fall out of his tree and manage to dress well enough to pass himself off as a homo

sapiens. He was much shorter than me, but muscular. He was on the wrestling team and walked 

around like he was always carrying an invisible milk can in each arm.

About a month into the school year I was walking down the hall, heading to history class. As Gentry 

passed by me, he knocked my books out of my hands, kicked them across the hallway and then got 

in my face grunting “you wanna do something about it?“ I said nothing, picked up my books, and 

went to class. I was taught to always turn the other cheek. This continued week after week. I would 

change my route to class, but he would always find a new way to harass me.
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Yesterday was a typical lunch in the school cafeteria; hamburgers and tater tots. “What the hell is in 

these hamburgers anyway?” I asked Jason, who was sitting across from me at the table.

“Worms. That's what they say,” he replied while biting into his dry gray burger.

Pat, who sat with us, said “it’s soy protein. You can’t eat worms.” Pat was a pudgy red-haired kid with

freckles. The only time we ever spent time with Pat was during lunch.

“Sure you can,” I responded with a smile. “In Africa they eat all kinds of bugs and shit. On ‘Wild 

Kingdom’ the other day they showed these villagers eating raw grubs. One guy took a machete and 

hacked a chunk of a tree off and, voila, there were hundreds of grubs. He just grabbed one and 

popped it in his mouth like a pork rind that wiggles. Then the little kids came over to him and they 

each grabbed one and started munching. I mean, we eat shrimp. Those are just bugs that live in the 

ocean. I bet you could take a big fat grub, fry it in butter and eat it with a little lemon. Tasty!” I drew 

out that final word and smacked my lips like I just ate something delicious.

Jason laughed a little bit. “Hey, maybe the burgers are made of people, like in ‘Soylent Green.’” The 

discussion concerning the content of the burgers had no effect on Jason‘s appetite. He continued to 

eat his burger without hesitation.

“No way,” said Pat. “That would be gross.”

“Nope, these burgers aren’t made of people,” I interjected. “Do you know why?” I inquired while 

waving my soggy hamburger in front of them. “People taste like pork. Now if we were having 

something that tasted like pork chops or bacon, I’d say that you might be right Jason. However, 

these burgers taste like something else. They sure as hell don’t taste like beef, so it has to be 

something we haven't discussed.”

Before I could finish my statement, Pat couldn’t be quiet any longer. “Wait,” he interrupted, “how in 

the hell did you get the idea that people taste like pork?”

I don’t have a damn clue, but that did not stop me from giving an answer. “It was in National 

Geographic! I was at the dentist looking at the pictures of village women’s titties and the article said 

that the cannibals call humans ’the second pork’.”
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Jason is trying not to laugh. He knew me well enough to know that I was making the story up as I 

went along. Pat, who took life a little too seriously for a kid our age, looked hesitantly convinced.

“As a matter of fact,” I said, “it even had a recipe for a sweet and sour sauce to pour over the victim.”

With that I stood up, grabbed a few of Pat‘s tater tots, tossed them in my mouth, picked up my tray, 

and bid the two boys farewell. 

As I approached the area where students hand in their dishes, I saw that Gentry was the 

dishwasher. I quickly dropped my tray off and walked away. At least I tried to walk away. As I turned 

away, I heard Gentry snort “Hey George, come here.”

“I really have to go Gentry.”

“Just come over hear for a minute. I need to ask you something.”

I approached Gentry with caution. We had a counter separating us, so I felt reasonably safe. 

“What?” I asked him.

He immediately grabbed me by my shirt with both of his hands and dragged me across the counter. I

squeaked “let me go.”

He brought his face close enough that I could feel the warmth of his breath. He growled “what are 

you gonna do?” I tried pulling away, but he would not let go.

Tomboy Tonya and I had classes together and always got along fine. She was my dance partner in 

gym class. She walked over and broke Gentry’s grip. “Leave him alone Gentry,” she commanded, 

and he obeyed. I quickly left the cafeteria. Some students laughed. Others seemed more stunned 

that Gentry would do this right in the cafeteria.

I walked home alone that day. Jason and I usually met after school, but I left without waiting. I re-

entered the maze of apartments and headed toward an orange apartment door with the number 18 

nailed to it. As usual, the apartment was empty when I entered it. There was a note from my mother 

on the breakfast table that said “I’ll be home around 6, I want you room clean. Don’t forget to do your

homework. Mom. P.S. NOW!” I sat down and watched “Gilligan’s Island” on television. I looked at the

clock, 5 p.m., plenty of time. About a half hour later, I got up and went upstairs to my room. My 
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“Raiders of the Lost Ark” poster had fallen again. I immediately put it up and then looked around. The

room didn’t look that bad to me. I pulled the covers over my bed, threw my dirty clothes into the 

closet and picked up the glass on the floor and put it on the window sill. I then laid on my bed, put on

my headphones, and listened to Led Zeppelin while reading a Conan story by Robert E. Howard. 

Robert E. was my favorite author. Conan the barbarian didn’t take shit from anyone.

Mom came home and got a beer out of the fridge. I could hear her moving around downstairs. She 

came upstairs and saw my perfectly clean room. “I asked you politely to clean your room,” she said 

as she took a drink from her Olympia beer bottle.

Dumbfounded, I simply looked at her, looked around the room with a look of glib satisfaction.

“I did!”

There was never middle ground with Mom. It was right or it was wrong. Hot or cold. Black or white. 

“You will clean this room in the next half hour. By clean, and I apparently have not been clear enough

for you, I mean I want your dirty clothes in the laundry downstairs, dirty dishes are to go downstairs. 

You will dust your dresser and window sill. You will change your sheets and make your bed. You will 

vacuum. If all of this is not done in the next thirty minutes I will remove everything from this room. 

You will not have clothes to wear, a bed to sleep in, or music to listen to.”

My older brother James made the mistake of ignoring Mom‘s edicts. He came home one day to an 

empty room. It was only because our father mediated that he got his things back.

Rather than simply agree, I made the mistake of trying to reason with Mom. “But Mom,” I attempted 

to explain, “I had a really bad day today.”

Before I could explain further, she interrupted “There are two things in the world, reasons and 

excuses. I see no reason for you to have put off cleaning your room and I do not want to hear any 

excuses.” She was not a mother that yelled at you. She was like a mobster with a gun to your head. 

She knew she had all the aces in the conversation. “Now, you will clean your room in the next half 

hour. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”
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“The clock starts now,” she said coldly as she and her Olympia headed downstairs.

I cleaned my room and went downstairs for dinner. Mom talked a little bit about her drive home from 

Portland. My father talked a little bit about something he read in the paper about a mill shutting down

while he went into the kitchen. I could hear the crack of virgin ice being taken out of the tray. He 

made a rum and cola and sat back down. I just ate my pork chop, giggled quietly to myself, and 

drank my milk. I bet cannibals don’t have a lot of problems with bullies, I thought while I took my last 

bite of pork chop.

I asked Mother if I could be excused. She made a quick inspection of my plate and made sure I had 

eaten my daily requirement of beets and something that tasted a lot like pork. She told me to wash 

my dishes. I then asked if I could go to James’.

“Homework?”

“I don’t have any tonight.” This was always a much better way around the issue than saying that I 

had already finished my homework. Mom was smart enough to want to see the homework. If I simply

said that I didn’t have any, there wasn’t much she could say.

“Be home by eight.”

My brother James lived in the same apartment complex as we did. He was eight years older than 

me. In high school, he was a legend. When he would go to the mall, he would wear tight jeans, a 

vest with no shirt, and a cowboy hat. He played on the school football team and the girls had 

nicknamed him “Jesus Christ“ because of his long flowing hair. He was pure extrovert. Then, one 

day, his girlfriend told him that she was pregnant. Now he is married and has a baby girl. He has 

short hair, puts on a button-down shirt and necktie everyday, and sells refrigerators at Sears. He is a 

caged lion.

His wife was out of town with the baby that week, so I thought it would be a good time to talk to him 

about my problem with Gentry. I knocked on the door. As the door opened, Bachman Turner 

Overdrive filled the air. With a big smile on his face and a beer in his hand he said “Palinka!” I hate 

that nickname.

“Hey James, may I come in?”
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“Of course little brother.” I entered and walked into the living room. James went into the kitchen, got 

a beer and tossed it to me. His friend Kevin sat in the living room, drinking beer from a glass. Kevin 

and James had been best friends for longer than I can remember. Kevin was on the football team for

one year, but was on the high school wrestling team for two. For Kevin, the world of music began 

with Elvis Presley and ended with The Beatles. I knew that Kevin was only tolerating James’ music. 

I opened my beer and sat down. I told James that I was having a problem in school. He asked what 

the problem was and I told him everything that had happened regarding Gentry, with the exception of

my being saved by Tomboy Tonya.

“How big is this kid?” he asked while stroking his chin where his beard used to be.

“About this tall,” I reply while placing my right hand to the middle of my chest.

“Your letting a little guy bully you? Listen, there’s a good chance you can drop this kid with a good 

punch to the gut.” 

“I’m not into fighting James. You know what we are always taught in church, ‘turn the other cheek.’”

“Are you into getting humiliated in front of everyone? You can only turn the other cheek so many 

times. Good, bad, or indifferent, you have a guy picking on you and he isn‘t going to stop because 

you try to ignore him. Bullies are scavengers. They have no real power, so they take what little 

scraps of fear they can. They can only prey on those who fear them.”

“I was hoping you could show me how to defend myself.”

James suddenly looked enthusiastic. He smiled, “now you're talking. That’s what big brothers are for.

I get off work around four on Saturday. I’ll show you some simple rules to keep in mind when you get

into a fight.”

Kevin, who looked concerned, said “I could show you a few wrestling moves.”

James interrupted “none of those queer moves for my brother. He’s going to learn to fight on his 

feet.”
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“Queer?” responded Kevin with a bit of a laugh. “Who is the one who landed in the hospital with a 

broken jaw after getting into a fistfight?”

“That’s because I was thinking about your faggy fight moves! Plus I fucked his little sister, so he was 

motivated to hurt me,” James retorted. They both laughed.

James turned his attention back to me. “Have you talked to Mom or our dad about this?”

“Well, I tried to talk to Mom, but she wasn’t in the mood for hearing excuses.” James understood 

what I meant. “Our dad, well, you know how our dad is.” He knew that our father simply avoided 

being involved.

“Look, just remember that real fights are not like the movies. When you get in a fight, your goal is to 

win. It isn’t about looking good or being fair. The first rule is to protect yourself at all times. The 

second is to remain calm and think about the situation.”

Kevin looked up. “And remember to go for the gut. The face is hard. You can break your hand hitting 

a dude in the face. Well, unless you hit old glass jaw there,” he said while pointing to James.

I handed him back the nearly full can of beer and walked home. As I came in, I could hear my dad 

and Mom arguing in the bedroom. It was like this almost every night. I went into my room, closed the

door, undressed and crawled into bed. As I drifted to sleep, heavy drops of rain slammed against the

window.

It is now the tail end of fourth period. It is Mr. Clanton’s reading class. I haven’t opened up my copy 

of “The Old Man and the Sea.” Instead it sits in my hands while I stare out the window, looking at the

school courtyard. Lunch was next and the way to and from the cafeteria was though the courtyard. It 

is a large open area toward the back of the school. There is an awning that connects the main 

building to the cafeteria. The courtyard contains a basketball court. There is a grassy area next to 

Mr. Clanton’s room. I am thinking about this weekend. I feel better knowing that James and Kevin 

are going to show me how to handle the situation with Gentry. 

While staring out the window, I daydream of Rachel. She came to school late, but I got to walk her to

algebra class. She is the only girl in school that I take notice of. She has raven black hair and olive 
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skin. She is beautiful. Since her brother and I are friends, I get to spend a lot of time with Rachel. 

Frequently I go to her house and we listen to music and I feel like I can talk to her about anything. 

Well, almost anything. I have thought of telling her that I like her, but I am frightened. I have no clue 

how she will react. I daydream of being with her forever. We would never have to get drunk and 

never have to fight.

The bell rings and Mr. Clanton asks to see me. He is one of the few teachers I like. He wears thick 

rectangular glasses that make him look out of touch with modern trends. “Paul,” he says, “I’m 

concerned. You seem distracted today. Usually you are the one student that I don’t have to keep an 

eye on.” 

“Do you know Gentry?” I ask. Affirmatively he shakes his head. I tell him the quick version of what 

has been happening.

Perhaps Gentry had been a problem before or maybe Mr. Clanton has dealt with similar situations. 

Quietly he says to me “the problem for us teachers is that we can’t be everywhere. If we don’t see it, 

it didn’t happen.”

I thank him and leave. I meet Jason in the cafeteria. We get our pieces of greasy pizza and sit down.

I say nothing. Jason tries to start a conversation, talking about Monty Python, but I just eat my food. I

just want to make it through the day. I tell him that I’ll see him after school, grab my tray and head 

toward the kitchen. Gentry is not in the kitchen today. That makes my life a little easier. I leave the 

tray and head toward the doors to the courtyard. I think I will go to the library. I won’t be bothered 

there.

As I open the doors to the courtyard, the sky is dark and the rain is falling hard. I see Rachel with a 

distressed look on her face. As I enter the courtyard, it is clear why she is upset. There is Gentry, 

yelling at her, calling her a bitch. He keeps grabbing her breast and hitting her on her rear. She is 

trying to walk away, but he keeps her cornered under the awning.

I step up to the two of them. With a barely audible voice I say “leave her alone.” 

Gentry turns around and growls “what was that George?”

“Leave her alone. Do you understand?”
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“What are you gonna do about it?” He moves away from Rachel and stands toe-to-toe with me, 

nostrils flared.

“Leave my friends alone.”

Gentry quickly grabs me, bends me over, and puts me in a headlock. I am struggling to pull out of his

hold, but he has a good grip on my neck. As the two of us struggle, we move away from the building 

and into the pouring rain. I had hoped that this would have waited until Monday, but today is the day 

of the fight. As he tightens his hold, the students in the courtyard gather and yell “fight!”

I realize that panicking isn’t going to solve anything. Remain calm and think about the situation. I 

place one arm between Gentry’s legs from behind. My other arm comes around the front and they 

clasp together. Your goal is to win. It isn’t about looking good or being fair. With all of my strength I 

lift my arms, hitting Gentry in the groin and lifting him off the ground. He releases me and falls to the 

ground.

He gets up, enraged, and yells “That’s it! You’re dead!”

My heart is racing. The howling of the crowd means nothing to me. Rachel is invisible to me. All I see

is Gentry and the figure of Mr. Clanton looking through the window. For a second I look at Clanton, 

who turns around and begins to clean a chalk board. Now it is just me and my enemy.

Gentry throws a right hook, hitting me in the cheek. It doesn’t hurt, not a lot anyway. I thought it 

would hurt more. I swing back with a clumsy and undirected punch, missing Gentry. I know nothing 

about fighting or throwing a punch. Gentry stays out of my range. He tries to grab me, but I grab him 

by his shirt, lifting him off the ground. I push him against the red brick wall of the school. I shout “this 

is over today!” He just smiles. I am still holding him off the ground and press him harder into the brick

wall. “This is over!” 

He tries to break free, but I simply strengthen my hold. I pull him away from the wall and shove him 

as hard as I can against it. With a loud exhale, his smile quickly fades. I drop him and he falls to the 

ground. He sits there in the rain. Some of the students are laughing at him. Others just start to walk 

away. Rachel is gone. Mr. Clanton turns around and looks out the window. I thought about what he 

said, if we don’t see it, it didn’t happen. 
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It is now the end of the school day and I am going to drop my books off at home and go to Jason‘s 

house. The clouds have broken up a bit. I have no idea what Monday will bring. I don’t know if 

Gentry will keep bothering me. He now knows, though, That I'm not a piece of dead meat on the sie 

of the road, waiting to be eaten by a scavenger. It isn’t about winning the fight, it's about not giving 

into fear. Jesus said we should turn the other cheek. I am starting to think that maybe Jesus got it 

wrong. The next time Gentry asks me “what are you gonna do?” I’ll show him that I’m not going to 

take his shit anymore.  
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