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PREDATOR 

I was a frightened twelve and a half-year old and the beast, Lila, who’d kept me in 

slavery for four years, was dead. Her clueless widower, Henry, had no interest in what I did or 

where I went. Alone, and desperately figuring out my new world of freedom, I often visited 

nearby Garfield Park. Families with their treasured children fed the swans, ducks, pigeons and 

squirrels that crowded the lakeshore and lawns. Couples-in-love sat close together on benches, 

cuddled while lying on blankets on the grass or clumsily rowed rental-rowboats while staring 

stupidly into each other’s eyes. Happy people voices echoed off the water and through the trees, 

robins hopped about hunting for worms, crows swooped and cawed and jays scolded everyone.   

Solitary men, young and old, fat and thin, ugly and handsome, wandered the park. Too 

many of them looked at me and a few tried to talk to me. I didn’t trust any of them and did my 

best to avoid these scary strangers.  

I had to take a leak, so I reluctantly went into the public men’s-room. The drab inside 

consisted of  three toilet stalls with battered doors, three rusty sinks with dirty mirrors above 

them, a pull down cloth-towel machine and a single trough urinal about ten feet long. The smell 

of piss filled the air.  

A man stood at the end of the trough holding his thing but not pissing. I edged up to the 

yellowed enamel urinal, unzipped my fly and stood as close as I could and forced out my yellow 

stream. The man turned to look at me and waggled his thing. I didn’t have a lot to waggle and I 

didn’t want to see his damn thing.  

I hated these kinds of places to relieve myself. If I had a foot long one and could stand a 

foot back to urinate, I wouldn’t have to stand in the yellow puddles on the floor in front of the 

trough.  
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I finished and was in a hurry to get out of there and hadn’t shaken it enough and urine 

dribbled down my leg. I turned away and saw in the filthy mirrors above the sinks the reflection 

of the man standing at the trough still shaking his thing.  

As I walked to the exit door another man came in. He paused and looked me over. I 

rushed out of there as “Hello, son.” echoed after me.  

The next week I was back in the park to visit the birds, ducks and squirrels. I had to use 

the public toilets again. Another creepy looking man stood at the trough, so I went into a stall.   

I heard someone else enter the men’s room. Footsteps echoed across the tile floor. He 

paused in front of the stall I was in and I froze. I heard him breathing and under the stall door I 

saw his fine-gentleman shoes. I listened as his body shifted about. Please, don’t say anything to 

me. He walked on to the trough urinal.  

Two men now shared the trough and murmured to each other. I rushed out of the stinking 

stall and the men’s room as “Hello, son.” echoed after me.  

I sat on a nearby park bench to catch my breath and hoped to be invisible. The trough 

man number two showed up and sat at the end of my bench. I knew it was him because I 

remembered his shoes. My shoeshine boy instincts were still sharp. The creep gave me a 

sideways look. I didn’t want to leave and appear scared. Maybe he didn’t want anything from 

me. He got up and left. I was safe. Another man walked towards my bench and sat close to me.  

“How are you doing, son?”  

I wasn’t his son. Why do they say that?  

Pale faced, with thin lips and milky green eyes, he wore a dark brown suit with a white 

shirt and tie.  

“My name is Eric.”  
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“Yeah.” I didn’t want to talk to him at all, but it wasn’t easy for me to be rude to 

grownups.  

“How old are you son?”  

“Twelve.”  

“Twelve. You look younger.”  

“I’m twelve and a half.”  

“Do you live nearby?”  

“Down Hamlin Avenue.” I thumbed in that direction.  

“How come you’re always alone here in the park?”  

“Just---because.” 

“You’re not the talkative type.” 

“No.” This guy gave me the creeps.   

“Have you eaten dinner yet?”  

“No, sir.”  

“Are you hungry?”  

“Some.” 

“Would you like to go to dinner with me?”  

“I don’t think so.” I really needed to get away from this guy. 

“I’m going to the diner at the corner where they have really good hamburgers.” 

“I better not.”  

“It’s just a friendly dinner. What did you say your name was?”  

“Billy,” I muttered.  
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I hated that he had so much pleading in his voice and manner, but I was low on money, I 

was hungry and I wasn’t ready to go back to my room to be alone.  

He smiled at me again. I didn’t like his smile. Not many grownups had a good smile.   

“Well,” Eric said. “Would you like a cheeseburger, Billy? I’ll buy.” 

“I guess.” I was really hungry and could easily escape him.  

“Let’s go now, Billy. Before the restaurant gets crowded.”  

“Okay.”  

As we stood up and started for the diner he put his hand on my shoulder. I flinched and 

moved away. He reacted with an expression like I’d hurt his feelings. I didn’t want to hurt 

anyone’s feelings. 

“Sorry, I have to go home.” I walked away from him as fast as I could without breaking 

into a run. 

“Billy!” I hated the sound of his pleading voice calling out to me.  

I avoided the park for a while, but I still wandered the city streets. Wherever I went by 

myself, the men lurked nearby. It was worse in some places than others. When I went to a 

sparsely attended movie, I sat in the center of the dark theatre as far away from other patrons as 

possible, but the men moved in on me like crabs scuttling across a beach to feast on a crippled 

bird.  

A body moved across the aisle behind me and sat down in the seat directly behind me. 

The body movement, the clearing of the throat, the heavy breathing and the suffocating lust sent 

tremors of revulsion through my body and I wanted to scream, “LEAVE ME ALONE!”  
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When I moved about the city, I warned myself: Always be cautious. Don’t trust anyone. 

Avoid eye contact. Always appear angry and dangerous. My problem was, I didn’t at all look 

dangerous. 

I ran into Eric in the park again. He sat next to me. He talked at me. I’d never conversed 

with a grownup this much before.  

“You’re a nice boy, Billy. You should have a better life.” 

I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, so I finally let him buy me dinner. 

Eric requested a booth in the back corner of the diner. People stared at us as we walked 

past them. Embarrassed about my street urchin clothes, I wondered what the diners thought of 

the poorly-dressed twelve-year old blonde-haired boy and the fastidiously-attired balding older 

man sharing a meal.  

Eric acted nervous and our cranky waitress didn’t smile. I liked all the bright chrome, the 

black and white plastic booths and the black and white tiles on the floor. The overhead lights 

reflected off the shiny chrome milkshake mixer and the chrome spinner that the orders were 

clipped to.  

“I’d rather have something different than a hamburger, sir,” I said.  

“Have whatever you want, Billy,” Eric replied generously. “You can order anything on 

the menu.” 

“Thanks, sir.”  

I ordered a hot roast beef sandwich.  

My order was served on a big plate with dark gravy over a generous portion of roast beef 

between two slices of white bread and a big mound of mashed potatoes.  

Eric had a cup of coffee and a corned beef on rye sandwich.  
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He watched me eat.  

I couldn’t talk because I ate quickly. I took big gulps from my tall glass of cola. Eric ate 

slowly and watched me even more. I wished he wouldn’t look at me like that. He made me 

nervous.  

It had turned dark by the time we left the diner. My stomach was full and happy. Because 

of my damn worn-thin oversized clothes, I shivered as we walked down the street.  

“Come up to my place for desert, Billy,” Eric invited me. “We’ll have milk and cookies.”  

“Oh no, sir. I really shouldn’t.”  

“It’ll be okay, Billy.” He looked like I’d hurt his feelings again. I didn’t want to be rude 

and run off after that great meal he bought for me. 

 “Okay, sir. But, I have to be home soon.”  

I’d just told a big lie. I didn’t really have a home like regular kids. Dead Lila’s husband 

Henry didn’t care what time I showed up, if ever.   

We took the elevator up four floors. I stood as far away from Eric as I could. Damn. He 

looked like I’d hurt his feelings again.  

He brushed against me as we left the elevator. I moved away from him. He kept moving 

close to me. I hated when people did that.  

He unlocked and opened the door to his apartment. With a sweep of his hand he 

motioned for me to enter first. The lights in his small flat were too dim. I hoped he’d turn them 

up brighter, but he didn’t.  

“I’ll get the cookies, Billy.”  

I sat on his couch. His furniture was all dark wood stuff. He came out of the kitchen. He 

placed a big plate of butter cookies, one of my favorites, onto the coffee table in front of me.   
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“Darn, I’m out of milk, Billy,” he lamented.  

Eric sounded really sorry he was out of milk.   

I’d already eaten one cookie and started on a second.  

“Here, Billy, this is good to drink.”  

He poured something from a thick, dark bottle into a glass. The liquid was orange, syrupy 

and bitter, but it helped the cookies down. I drank more of the sticky stuff so Eric wouldn’t get 

that hurt look on his face. I ate more butter cookies and drank more orange syrup. My mouth 

turned gummy. I felt good, but kind of dizzy and sleepy and strange and my world went black.  

 

The lights were still dim when I woke up. My head ached. I’d eaten too many cookies 

and drank too much syrup. My mouth felt like it was full of cotton. I struggled to focus my eyes. 

I saw someone sitting across from me. I remembered him. Eric sat upright and stiff backed in a 

chair. He held his hands in front of his face in a little tent posture. He stared at me. I felt sick like 

I needed to puke. I adjusted my clothes as I stood up. I almost fell over from dizziness.  

“I have to go, sir.” My voice was all mumbly.  

“Okay, Billy. I’ll walk you down to the street.” 

He didn’t try to be close to me now.  

I felt relief.  

He walked me half way up the block.  

“Goodnight, Billy. I’ll see you in the park.”  

“Sure.” 

The night was shivery cold, foggy wet and scary dark. I walked and ran towards my 

house. I passed doorways and alleys and dark recesses.  
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Breathy voices whispered, “Good morning, son.”  

I moved closer to the gutter and ran faster. A sour taste filled my throat and mouth. I 

stopped and bent over and threw up. God, it hurts when you puke. I wiped my lips with my 

overlong shirtsleeve. After forever, I reached the house. I ran up the front steps, unlocked the 

front door, stepped through the vestibule and raced up the stairway. I slammed the door to my 

room shut behind me. Still dressed, I crawled under the covers.   

“SEE YOU IN THE PARK, BILLY!” 


