SIXFOL

FICTION WINTER 2016




SIXFOLD

FICTION WINTER 2016




SIXFOLD
WWW.SIXFOLD.ORG

Sixfold is a collaborative, democratic, completely writ-
er-voted journal. The writers who upload their manu-
scripts vote to select the prize-winning manuscripts
and the short stories and poetry published in each
issue. All participating writers’ equally weighted votes
act as the editor, instead of the usual editorial decision-
making organization of one or a few judges, editors, or
select editorial board.

Each issue is free to read online, to download as PDF
and as an e-book for iPhone, Android, Kindle, Nook,
and others. Paperback book is available at production
cost including shipping.

© The Authors. No part of this document may be reproduced or
transmitted without the written permission of the author.

Cover Art by Joel Filipe. http://joelfilipe.com

SIXFOLD GARRETT DOHERTY, PUBLISHER
10 CONCORD RIDGE ROAD NEWTOWN CT 06470
SIXFOLD@SIXFOLD.ORG WWW.SIXFOLD.ORG (203) 491-0242


http://www.sixfold.org
http://www.sixfold.org
http://www.sixfold.org
http://joelfilipe.com
mailto:sixfold%40sixfold.org?subject=
http://www.sixfold.org

SIXFOLD

FICTION WINTER 2016

CONTENTS
Casey Whitworth
Detours
Mike Beasley
Childish Things
Dan Timoskevich
Paquete

Brandon Barrett
No Weapon Forged Against You Will Prevail

Martine Fournier Watson
The Box

Abby Sinnott
Hands

Kim Catanzarite
At the Light on 17 and King

Louise Hawes
Bend This Page

Mike Karpa
The Link

Sandra Wiley
Bullfrog Stew

Melanie Unruh
Shove

John Etcheverry
If God Were a Woman

Matthew Callan
I Need to Know If You Have the Mask

19

33

46

57

69

78

93

102

108

120

132

143



Shannon L. Bowring

Still Life 153
Shoshana Razel Gordon-Guedalia
Wrestling 161

Contributor Notes 166



Casey Whitworth

Detours

Moments before the accident, Clay waited at the
intersection for the crosswalk light to change, a cake
box in his arms. It was his daughter’s eighth birthday. His
wife had ordered the cake—a two-tier castle with pink spires
and a blue moat full of Swedish fish—from what she called
the best bakery in Tallahassee. Two hundred dollars of sugar,
flour, and god-knows-what-else, far more than Clay would
have chosen to spend on something to be cut apart and eaten.

When someone elbowed by, Clay staggered off the curb and
somehow kept the box from flopping onto the ground. The
stranger, a man in a wife-beater and studded fedora, hurried
across the street without so much as an apologetic glance
until a pickup screeched into view and a whump sent him
sprawling through the air.

Clay blinked a few times. In the truck was a girl no older
than sixteen who stared ahead as blankly as a mannequin.
Fifteen feet away, the man lay prone in the intersection,
unmoving, an arm wrenched behind his back. His hat was
gone.

Amid the clamor of bystanders gathering in the street,
Clay heard something else, a tinny voice. A cell phone on the
asphalt in front of him. He picked it up, looked around as if
someone might tell him what to do with it. Finally he raised
it to his ear.

“You hear me?” a woman was saying. “Hello?”

The call disconnected.

By now the girl had stepped out of the truck. A thin blonde in
a white soccer jersey who looked older, frailer than before. A
gust of wind tousled her hair. Clay thought she was searching
for somewhere to run, but he followed her gaze and found she
was watching the man’s fedora tumble across the sidewalk.

For the next ten minutes, while police officers dispersed
the crowd and sent traffic on a detour, Clay sat on a bus bench
in the hot sun, the cake box at his side. He felt a nagging
obligation to stay. For the man’s sake, for the girl’s.
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She squatted on the curb in front of him. A policeman in a
motorcycle helmet loomed above her, asking questions. And
with each reply, the girl’s voice grew shakier until Clay had to
strain to listen.

“The light was green,” she groaned. “It had to be.”

“It was,” Clay said.

The officer cut eyes at him.

“It was green. I saw it.”

He told the officer he'd walked from Ultimate Autos, where
he worked as a sales consultant, down to Sweet-Tooth Heaven
to pick up his daughter’s birthday cake. “And I'm waiting to
cross when the guy about knocks me down. It’s like somebody
was chasing him.”

The officer straightened up. “Was someone chasing him?”

Clay noticed the girl staring back at him as if her conscience
might have conjured him up. “I don’t know,” he said. “It
happened so fast.”

After the officer jotted down Clay’s contact information, he
told the girl to sit tight and went toward the paramedics who
were zipping a body bag over the dead man. Clay knew he
should have given the phone to the officer, but now it seemed
too late, like he’d incriminate himself somehow.

“It’s your daughter’s birthday?” the girl asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Megan. She just turned eight.”

The girl looked at the cake box and smiled wistfully. Then
she turned to watch the paramedics load the gurney into
the ambulance. Clay wiped the sweat from beneath his eyes.
He wanted to tell her he was sorry, admit that in the instant
before her truck hit the man he'd wished for such a twist of
karma. But nothing so violent, so final. Let’s make a deal,
he wanted to say. I'll forgive you if you forgive me. But what
difference would it make? He knew firsthand that you often
carry the shame of what you've done long after you've been
forgiven.

t the security gate that led into Hickory Hills, Clay rolled

down his window and stared at the keypad, unable to
recall which numbers to press. He dug in his wallet for the
realtor’s card. At the closing a month earlier, she'd written
the four-digit code on the back.
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He was rounding the last curve before home when he came
upon cars lining the grass up to his mailbox, and he felt a
pang of dread. He parked in the driveway behind his wife’s
car, picturing his neighbors crowded on the back deck, all
their discordant voices. He glanced over at the passenger
seat, at the dead man’s phone.

On any other day when he opened the front door, his
daughter would shout Daddy! and swarm his legs. He’d hoist
her overhead, fly her around the room. But not today. Today
the house was quiet and still. The parted curtains let in
early evening light, a golden glow which slanted toward the
wrapped gifts on the couch.

“Hello?” He set the cake box on the dining room table.

At the bay window, he scanned the backyard until he found
his daughter in her polka-dot swimsuit beside the Slip 'N
Slide. She was laughing with some other kids. What would
happen to her if he died in some horrific accident? He didn’t
have a will. Didn’t even have life insurance.

By the pool, his wife stood in a circle of women who all
wore pastel colors, big sunglasses, and glittering jewelry. If
he had to guess, he’d say none had grown up in a singlewide,
much less celebrated Father’s Day in the visiting area of a
state penitentiary, yet despite the gloomy circumstances of
Jenni’s upbringing, she was by far the most radiant. Toned
and tan in a white bikini top and cutoffs, she made a toast
he couldn’t hear. She clinked glasses with the women on her
left and right, women Clay recognized as charge nurses at
the hospital where Jenni worked, her subordinates now that
she’d been promoted to chief nursing officer.

At the table behind them, a redhead in a yellow sundress
was pouring sangria into a line of glasses. Although her
freckled back was turned, Clay had a sick feeling that he knew
who it was, who it couldn’t possibly be: Candace, the former
C.N.O. at HealthFirst. Candy, whose relocation to Miami had
ensured Jenni’s promotion and raise.

Stale guilt rose like bile in Clay’s throat. He stepped to the
side of the window to peek out at the woman, at her wavy
red hair, trying to decide whether it was the same woman
who’d blown him in a bathroom stall during the hospital’s
Christmas party two years ago. A drunken mistake, which he’d
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confessed to Jenni a few months afterward. The problem was,
he'd said it was a stripper at Roy’s bachelor party, sworn he
was too drunk to cum—one little lie after another to mitigate
the fallout. And now here she was at Megan’s birthday party.

The redhead turned with two glasses of sangria, handing
one to Jenni. It wasn’t Candy. Clay braced himself against the
windowsill. It was someone who—at least from the front—
looked nothing like Candy at all.

Clay went to the fridge and chugged a can of beer so quickly
that foam sluiced down his chin. Then he downed another.
He opened a third can and was halfway done with it when
something vibrated in his pocket. The dead man’s phone.

He let out a long belch and set the can on the counter. Two
missed calls from someone named Laura, who'd also just sent
a text message:

Today at 5:51 PM

WHERE R U ANTONIO??? Happy
times called n said u didn’t pick
up Lizzy??

“Antonio,” Clay said.

With a flick of his finger, he found that the phone was not
password-protected. The screen lit up with a photo of a young
woman in a striped tube top, a Latina with curly black hair,
blood-red lipstick, and one dimpled cheek. Laura? The voice
he’d heard might have been hers. It seemed no one had called
her yet. In her mind, Antonio was still alive.

“Clay?” Behind him, Jenni leaned in the archway. “You
remember the cake?”

“Of course.” He tucked the phone into his pocket. “It’s on
the table.”

Jenni started toward the dining room. “Go and get your
swim trunks on.”

“I'm not feeling good,” he said, and finished off the can. “I
think I'm gonna lay down.”

Jenni gasped. “The cake. What happened to the cake?”

In the dining room she stood at the table with her hands on
her hips. The box was open. The cake had sunk into itself, the
pink spires cockeyed.
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“A guy got ran over,” Clay said, “near the bakery.”

Jenni gave him a sidelong look.

“I'm serious. I had to talk to the police,” he said, “and the
whole time, this guy, he’s laying there dead in the street. And
it was so hot.”

She came over and hugged him. “That’s awful,” she said.
“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but the cake—"

“Don’t worry about the cake.” She leaned back and looked
into his eyes. “I'll fix it, okay? You just go out and see Megan.”

He nodded.

She raised up on her toes to kiss his cheek, but Clay turned
and met her lips, wrapped his arms around her and kissed
her hard against the wall.

“Okay.” She pushed away. “Let’s save that for later, huh?”

As she carried the cake box to the kitchen, he realized he
felt a little better. But he couldn’t expect her to understand
what it was like to be so close to a violent death, the way it
awakens you.

“Go on,” she said. “There’s beer by the pool.”

Putting on his salesman’s smile, Clay went out to the deck
and introduced himself to the women, avoiding eye contact
with the redhead until he offered her his hand. She said her
name was Bekah, and he saw that she had braces. She must
have been twenty years younger than Candy. Perhaps thirty.

“Ladies,” he said. “I need to find my birthday girl. If you’ll
excuse me.”

He went out to the grass. Megan was squirting the other
kids with the hose, each of them squealing as the water arced
their way. Then she noticed him, dropped the hose, and came
running.

“Daddy,” she said. “Daddy! Daddy!”

Clay caught her and raised her up. She hooked her thumbs
in his lips, stretched them into a grin. He flailed his tongue
and she was giggling when the phone vibrated in his pocket.
He froze. It vibrated again, and again. He curled his daughter
onto his chest and clutched her there until the vibrations
ceased.

“Daddy?” she said. “Wanna watch me slide?”

“Of course,” he said.
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As soon as he put her down, she charged back to the Slip
"N Slide. She dove onto the plastic and was sliding away when
the phone vibrated yet again. He turned away from the house,
drew out the phone. Another missed call and another text
from Laura:

Today at 6:13 PM

The kids started cheering. Clay looked up and watched
them race toward the house. Jenni came down the stairs with
the cake, which somehow looked like a castle again. Eight
candles, lit and flickering. By the time she set the cake on
the table, Megan was in the chair of honor. The women and
children gathered around and sang “Happy Birthday to You.”

Clay slipped the phone into his pocket and sidled up to his
wife, draped an arm over her shoulder and listened to her sing.
She leaned her head against him and together they watched
their daughter rear back and suck in a great breath. In the
moment before the song ended and Megan lurched forward
to blow out the candles, Clay could tell his daughter had come
to some difficult decision, but he had no idea what an eight-
year-old who wanted for nothing could possibly wish for now.

Once the last guests had departed and Jenni had gone
upstairs for a bath, Clay got his laptop from the office
and carried it down the hall, pausing outside his daughter’s
bedroom door. She snored softly in the glow of her nightlight.
It would not always be like this, and he wanted to commit to
memory the image of her smiling in her untroubled dreams.
Soon enough she would grow up, she would learn that you
rarely get what you wish for, and when you do, more often
than not, you discover that what you wished for was not what
you needed at all.

On the living room recliner, he Googled “pedestrian,”
“killed,” and “Tallahassee.” The first article identified the
dead man as thirty-two-year-old Antonio Luis Garcia, and a
search for that name brought up a local Facebook page and
a listing on the Leon County Property Appraiser’s website.
There it was, the dead man’s address: 721 Georgia Street.
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He plugged the address into Google Maps and used Street
View to stand by the mailbox outside the brick duplex. A
1990s Honda Civic with a blurred license plate was parked
out front. The time stamp in the photograph’s upper left
corner showed that this was September 2012. It was odd to
think they might be in there washing dishes or watching TV,
no clue what would happen four years later, how suddenly the
life they’d built would crumble.

The upstairs bath began to drain. Clay took Antonio’s cell
phone from the desk drawer he'd stashed it in while Jenni
cut the cake. He was relieved to find no missed calls or
voicemails or text messages, but the feeling faded when he
realized what the lack of communication meant. Laura knew
what happened.

He stared at her background photo. This was what she
looked like before the accident. Though she was not what Clay
would have called beautiful, she had pretty hazel eyes and
a genuine smile. Yet there was something he hadn’t noticed
earlier, a sort of melancholy, the look of someone whod
suffered.

He opened the photo gallery.

In the first image, a sunset that looked like wildfire in the
woods. In the second, Laura was doing a mid-air split above
a trampoline. In the third, a little girl—Lizzy?—posed in the
grass, one hand on her canted hip. The girl had her mother’s
curly hair and an identical dimple on her left cheek.

He scrolled through their last days together: Laura stirring
spaghetti sauce on the stove; Lizzy on a sofa, giggling as a
brindle pit bull licked her ear; Laura painting Lizzy’s toenails
yellow; Antonio smiling while Laura pressed her puckered
lips against his cheek.

Then, a photo he knew he shouldn’t look at: Laura on a
white bed, naked except for a studded fedora tilted to the
side. It was the hat Antonio had been wearing, the one the
wind had blown away. Laura did not have a body like Jenni’s;
she was younger and much plumper, with big breasts and
dark areolas and a thatch of black hair between her legs. Clay
felt a strange commingling of longing and shame. There was
something mesmerizing about her lack of self-consciousness,
her unwavering gaze.
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A noise in the hall made him jerk upright, clutching the
phone to his chest. Jenni, in her silk nightgown, was leaning
seductively in the archway behind him.

“Coming to bed?” she said.

“You keep sneaking up on me like that.”

“And? So?”

As she came to the back of the recliner, Clay pressed the
POWER button on the side of the phone. His wife leaned over
him, her damp hair on his neck.

“What you gonna do about it?” She blew softly past his ear,
her breath as sweet and strong as the port she’d taken up to
the bathtub, and he let himself sink into the chair, relaxing
his arms.

Then she said, “Somebody forgot their phone?”

Clay leaned away and got up. “T’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

“Can I see it?”

He held it up. “The battery’s dead.”

She snatched it from his hand and hurried to the kitchen,
laughing like it was all a game. He sighed and followed after
her.

“Jenni,” he said. “I know who it belongs to.”

She stood by the junk drawer. Somehow, the phone had
already booted up and the naked photograph was on the
screen. She scrolled to the next photo.

“Handcuffs,” she said. “And a dog collar. Wow.”

“The guy that got ran over. It’s his phone.”

Glaring down at the screen, she flicked through the gallery
and voiced her disgust at each photograph. He said her name
and stepped toward her, but she opened the sliding glass
door. As she stormed down the stairs, the floodlights flashed
on. He called her name again and chased after her, catching
her wrist at the edge of the pool.

“Let go,” she growled.

“Then listen.”

“You’re hurting me.” She tried to claw his fingers loose.
“Let go of me now.”

As soon as he did, she flung the phone into the pool. It sank
in the deep end, flashing blue-gray a moment before going
dark.

Clay stepped to the pool’s edge and was about to jump in
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when the sliding glass door scraped shut behind him. Jenni
had gone inside. She laid the dowel rod in the track, then
scowled out at him. She reached to the wall and turned off
the kitchen lights.

“‘Jenni,” he shouted. “You're being ridiculous.”

A neighbor’s dog began to bark.

Clay got the leaf net from the shed, climbed out onto the
diving board, and scooped the phone from the bottom. He
carried it to the side of the house, through the garage, and
into the kitchen, where he set it in a Tupperware container
and covered it with rice.

From the bottom of the stairs, he could see their bedroom
light was on. She was up there opening and shutting drawers,
muttering. He sat on the couch a while, listening. He wished
he’d told her the truth from the get-go, wished he’d given the
phone to the cop, wished he’d never picked it up to begin with.

With a pillow and blanket from the couch, he made a bed
of the chaise lounge by the pool. It would be like camping, he
told himself. And in the morning all would be forgiven.

After the floodlights shut off, the backyard was not
quite dark. Beyond the fence, the glow of streetlamps and
neighbors’ security lights. All he could hear was the drone of
the pool pump and, in the distance, a humming chorus of AC
condensers. He missed the woods outside their old house, the
throbbing static of insects, the darkness, the stars.

tnine AM, in his car in the employee lot of Ultimate Autos,

Clay called Jenni for the seventh time that morning. The
note shed left on the fridge said it was her weekend to take
Megan and the other girls to dance camp. We need to have a
serious talk when I get home, the note said.

“Come on,” he said. “Pick up.”

Instead, he got her voicemail again. He hung up and was
redialing her number when it hit him: what it must have been
like for Laura, the frustration mounting with each missed
call, each unanswered text.

He took the Tupperware container off the dashboard and
popped the lid. He dug the phone from the rice, wiped it
with his tie, then held down the POWER button. Part of him
wished it would not come on. But the phone vibrated, the
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Motorola logo lighting up the screen.

Through the windshield, he noticed a little white-haired
woman in a navy blue dress loitering near the sedans. Regal
posture, fancy purse. As she traced her hand down an Impala’s
front fender, sunlight winked from her diamond ring.

Forty feet away, the lobby doors burst open and out came
Pete, tucking in his shirttail as he made his way toward her.

“Oh no you don’t,” Clay said, and opened his door. He
hurried toward the old woman, shoving the phone into his
pocket. “Morning,” he called out. “My name’s Clay. Can I help
you, ma’am?”

The woman gave him an appraising look. Twenty feet
behind her, Pete had stopped and crossed his arms, staring
smugly in Clay’s direction.

“Well,” the woman said, “start by calling me Blanche. And
then I'd like to test drive one of these automobiles.”

“All right, Blanche.” Clay offered her his arm. “Let’s find
the one for you. Shall we?”

As he led her down the row of sedans, he raised a hand as if
to scratch the back of his head and wagged his middle finger
at Pete.

The old woman explained that her daughter had
commandeered her beloved Buick. And Morty, her husband
of five decades, had recently passed on, leaving behind a sum
of money that he’d squirreled away without her knowledge.

“And if T leave it to Brenda, she’ll blow it in a week.” Then
she turned to Clay and whispered, “She’s on the drugs.”

Clay patted her arm. “Sorry to hear that, Blanche.”

“Oh, now there’s a good looker,” she said. She let go of his
arm and marched toward the luxury cars at a pace that forced
Clay to speed-walk after her. “It’s just like that song I always
loved.”

She sidled up to a brand-new red Corvette and traced her
hand over the hood, her diamond winking at Clay again.

He gave her a moment to daydream. Today was the twenty-
ninth of September, which meant two days remained in the
quarter. If he sold her a Corvette, hed surge past Pete in
quarterly sales and win the bonus, all six thousand dollars
of it.

“Yep,” Blanche said. “It’s the one.”
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“Perfect,” said Clay. “We’ll just need to fill out some
paperwork.”

“Aw. Can’t we do it after?”

“Well,” Clay said. “It’'s—"

“That way I can write the check and then drive off into the
sunset.”

Clay smiled. “Okay. For you, Blanche, I'll make an
exception.”

Opening the lockbox beside the car, he explained that this
particular model had 460 horsepower, so she’d need to drive
carefully.

“Zero to sixty in three point five seconds,” he said and
handed her the key. He’d barely made it to the passenger side
when she cranked the engine and rolled the windows down.

“Giddy-up,” she said.

Through the parking lot, Blanche rode the brake. Clay
hadn’t noticed before, but she wore black-and-white Oxfords
and the toe of her right shoe was duct-taped to the sole. He
was so distracted by it that he forgot to tell her to turn left at
the exit, and she rolled through the stop sign, turning right
onto Tennessee Street.

“Oh,” he said, and looked into the side mirror. His usual
route went in the opposite direction, but he didn’t say
anything. He wanted Blanche to feel in control.

“I do something wrong?” she asked.

“You're doing fine,” he said. “If I didn’t know any better, I'd
say youd driven one of these before.”

She laughed.

As he explained the premium features of the car, Blanche
drove on through one green light after another, not once
asking him to clarify some bit of automotive jargon. Then
she started turning at random streets, cruising through a
neighborhood and on past a park, smiling out the window
and waving at pedestrians.

When she stopped at a red light, she turned to Clay and
said, “Morty would’ve hated this car, you know. Fifty years
we were together, and I can count on my fingers how many
times he took me to a fancy restaurant.”

“Fifty years,” Clay said. “That’s quite an accomplishment.”

“It sounds like you're married.”
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Clay showed her his ring. “Nine years.”

She nodded. “Then I'll not flirt with you. But you are a good
looker. Not as good as my Morty, you understand. But good
enough.”

“Thank you,” he said.

She turned back to the road and whistled The Andy Griffith
Show theme song. It was a happy-sounding tune, and yet Clay
began to feel sorry for her. He couldn’t quite say why. Still, he
couldn’t wait to wave the check in Pete’s face.

He glanced up at the street signs, trying to calculate the
quickest route back to his desk. Only then did he realize how
close he was to the dead man’s neighborhood. To Lizzy and
Laura.

He settled his hand over the phone in his pocket. It hadn’t
vibrated all morning. But when he drew it out, he found seven
new voicemails, which must have been recorded during the
night.

Blanche drove on through the intersection. He looked over
at her.

“You mind,” he said, “making a left at the next light?”

Five minutes later, Blanche turned onto Georgia Street
and crept along the row of duplexes until Clay pointed to a
mailbox with 721 on the side. The same old Honda he’d seen
on Google Maps sat in the driveway as if no time had passed,
as if nothing at all had changed.

“Gimme a minute.” He got out and opened the mailbox and
set the phone inside. As he shut the lid, he heard a screen
door creak open.

“Hey,” a woman shouted. “Can I help you?”

It was Laura in the doorway.

“I have something,” he said. “It’s for you.”

She crossed her arms over her Ramones T-shirt and watched
him. He took the phone from the mailbox and crossed the
yard. She had no makeup on, all puffy-eyed from crying, her
hair a mess of curls, and yet the beauty and truth of her grief
was so disarming that he found himself unable to climb the
stairs. He suddenly wanted to take her into his arms, kiss
her brow and press her cheek against his chest, tell her he’d
stayed there on the bus bench, stayed so that Antonio would
not die alone.
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Instead, he reached the phone to her. “Please,” he said.
“Take it. It’s his phone. I—I found it in the street. He dropped
it.”

Laura’s eyes widened with recognition. She came toward
him and plucked the phone from his palm like an egg from a
nest.

“You were there?” she whispered. “You saw?”

Clay nodded. He would have answered any question she
asked, but all she did was stare at him with tearful eyes in
a way that almost seemed resentful, perhaps even jealous,
like he’d stolen something from her far more valuable than a
phone.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I'm so sorry.”

He hurried across the yard and as he reached the Corvette,
the screen door slapped shut behind him. He turned to look
at the duplex, wanting to go back and knock. Ask if she'd left
the voicemails, and if so, why. What might you say to someone
when it’s already too late?

He climbed down into the Corvette, hands trembling as he
put on his seat belt.

“Nice looking family,” Blanche said. “You’re a lucky man.”

He looked out the window. “I know,” he said. “I am.”

For what could have been ten minutes, Clay rode along in
a daze. At some point, a group of kids tossing a football in
the street parted to let the Corvette pass, staring at it with
open-mouthed awe. In the side mirror, Clay watched them
give chase until one boy after another stopped running and
turned around.

Blanche was driving through the Tennessee Street
intersection when Clay realized where they were. “Oh sorry,”
he said. “The dealership’s back that way.”

“I know,” Blanche said. “I'm going to the highway.”

“What highway?”

“The interstate!” She raised her sunglasses and stared him
down. “Before I sign the check, I wanna see these horses
gallop. But don’t worry. I'm not crazy. Not really.”

The exit for I-10 was now a half-mile away, the overpass
looming in the distance.

“Blanche,” he said. “Let’s be real, okay?”

“What do you mean?”
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“You don’t want this car.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No,” he said, “you don’t.”

“Ido.”

“For God’s sake, Blanche, your shoes are duct-taped
together.”

“So what? They're comfortable.”

“Look,” he said. “I'd love to rip you off. That’s what I do.
That’s who I am.”

Blanche clicked on her turn signal, the interstate a hundred
feet away. Clay said her name a few times, but she stared
ahead and followed the on-ramp onto the interstate.

“All right,” she said finally. “Since you’re being honest, I'll
fess up, too.”

It was all a game, she said. The test drives. She did it at
every dealership in town until the managers caught on. She
liked pretending she was the sort of woman who could afford
a Lexus or a Mercedes.

“Or a Corvette,” she said.

“Okay, Blanche.”

“Oh, and that’s not my name.” She grinned at him. “By
the way, how fast you think this thing’ll go? You think two
hundred really means two hundred?”

“Blanche.”

“I told you,” she said. “That’s not my name.”

She stomped the gas pedal so hard it thrust Clay back in
his seat, and then she whipped the Corvette around a logging
truck into the fast lane.

On any other day, Clay would have yelled at her. But the
sudden jolt of speed had done something to jumpstart his
heart. Ahead, as far as he could see, the fast lane was empty.
He pictured the interstate stretching westward for two
thousand miles, on through the bayou and into the desert,
all the way to the Pacific Ocean, through country he’d never
cared to explore until now. Then Blanche—or whoever she
was—reached over and squeezed his hand. He smiled and
leaned his head back, closing his eyes, imagining Megan on
his lap and his wife behind the wheel, and he squeezed the
old woman’s wrinkled hand and pretended it was Jenni’s, not
wanting to tell her to turn around, not yet, not yet.
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Mike Beasley
Childish Things

hen I was eight years old, our father tossed some clothes,

his books, his fishing gear and a shotgun into the trunk
of his old Firebird and lit out for Montana. He wrote a note
for my brother and me on the back of an overdue notice from
Lone Star Gas:

Boys. Don't hold it against me I left. I was up to here
with all the hollering. Look out for the mail. I'll send you a
surprise, Christmas.

Love, your daddy

PS I paid the gas bill.

The gas bill was $32.26. I still have it. Every now and then
I retrieve it from a tin lock box and read the note, I guess to
stir up old memories buried under the clutter of the past. But
I get nothing. Even before he left us I had no substantial idea
of my father—as if my mother’s angry noises blew him away
long before he flew the coop. I see only flimsy pieces of a
man—a dark thin voice, the laughter of a drunk, the sensation
of embarrassment cleft from a fool staggering through the
neighborhood. I squeeze my eyes shut as if to wring a memory
from the stingy past, but it releases only a dark faceless head
bouncing over the wheel of an old Pontiac Firebird the night
he bought it off the parking lot of a saloon.

He drove the car home and stopped it, with minor damage
to the right fender, against the sycamore tree in our front
yard. We heard the crash. We heard Mother slam the door
as she ran outside, propelled by fear and rage. From our
bedroom window Frank and I watched her pull my father
from the car. We watched the houses on Holly Street light
up as our neighbors left their beds to witness yet another
grotesque comedy in the Dollahites’ yard. My mother was
not a cruel woman, but, her own admirable character having
been shaped by her father’s belt, she placed great faith in
the pedagogical returns on violence. She broke off the radio
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antenna and beat my father with it until he squeezed under
the car to escape her fury. A week later he escaped for good.

was the believer in the family. I attended Apostolic Baptist,

a tiny assembly of the poor and ignorant who met in an
old clapboard house a few blocks from our house. I walked
to church each Sunday morning and evening, and most
Wednesday nights. Mother and Frank rarely attended church,
but even as I prayed fervently for their doomed souls I thrilled
to the idea that against their pale infidelity the roaring flame
of my own devotions shone all the more brightly. I prayed,
too, my father would return to us. In this desperate hope I
was encouraged by my mother, who insisted that one fine
evening Roy Dollahite would show up on our porch, probably
drunk. When it became obvious even to her that our father
was gone for good, she changed her story, convincing herself
she had given him the boot. “I'm done with Roy Dollahite,”
she told the neighbors in the certain, stupid conviction they
would admire her grit. “Now I'm free, I might just get me
another man. The next one’s gotta be crazy about me.”

The Snowdens were sitting with Mr. and Mrs. Sampson
in the steel lawn chairs in the Sampsons’ front yard. Mr.
Sampson grinned. “That’s what you ought do,” he said. “Get
yourself another man.”

“Next time get a rich one,” said Mrs. Snowden. “There’s
plenty to be said for money.”

My mother had replaced her husband with an heroic idea
of herself, which for all its absurdity offered the proprietary
benefits of fiction. It was her idea. Nobody else could claim
it or mess with it, and so it was her business she wanted to
swap out the facts and pat herself on the back for giving Roy
Dollahite the boot. My brother and I silently consented to the
fiction. Mother was a stout woman who did not take lightly
to a child (even Frank, her favorite) disputing her version of
the truth.

There was no Christmas surprise that year except a rare
snow fell on East Texas and stuck for a few days. My mother
worked in a school cafeteria during the day and cleaned the
building after school. Weekends and holidays she wrapped
presents at a ladies’ store downtown to catch up on bills and
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buy our Christmas—a basketball for me and a Daisy BB-gun
for Frank. After we opened our presents she fed us breakfast,
put a chicken in the oven, and sat at the table to smoke. Frank
and I went outside. As I closed the back door I looked through
the tiny kitchen at her sitting at the table in the pale light
of the window. She was smoking a cigarette, a coffee mug
in front of her, a picture of JFK, cut from a Look Magazine
cover, on the wall behind her. She was decidedly homely, even
in my loving eyes.

I walked through the kitchen. “Let’s go see Granny and
Uncle Bubba,” I said.

“Why would I want to see them?” she said.

We had not visited Granny and Uncle Bubba since Mother
and Granny had a cuss-fight the previous summer. Mother
swore she had seen the old woman for the last time. “I'll go
to her funeral,” shed say. “Just to make sure the old fool is
dead.”

“I bet Granny’s lonesome,” I said.

“If she is, it’s her own damn fault. She’s too mean and selfish
to have any friends. Besides, that damned old car probably
won’t start.” The damned old car was the old Chevy my father
had left us.

I went outside and bounced the basketball in the street and
prayed. Despite a miserable record for answered prayers, I
prayed about everything with the stubborn optimism of
an addicted gambler, convinced that eventually I'd hit the
jackpot. Once again, I prayed my father would return but I
was willing to bargain. I prayed that if he didn’t return he
would send the Christmas surprise he promised Frank and
me.

Frank had disappeared. Probably down the street showing
off his BB-gun to Charlotte Snowden. A few minutes later
Mother hollered out the front door for me to find him and
bring him back. She had decided to visit Granny and Uncle
Bubba. Would I ask Mrs. Gibson please to come turn off the
chicken in about an hour? Be sure to say thank-you.

My Grandmother Cuthbert lived in the country in a house
with a tin roof and great hickory trees in the front yard on
what used to be a forty-acre farm. Nobody had farmed the
land since my grandfather’s death thirty years ago. Granny
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Cuthbert kept a small garden, raised chickens, and milked a
COW.

Uncle Bubba did nothing. After his release from the
psychiatric ward at the VA hospital in Shreveport, Bubba had
worked a few weeks as a janitor at the high school. One day he
stripped off his clothes in the custodians’ closet, waited for
the bell to release students into the hall, and emerged naked
with his mop and bucket. Mother claimed he had pulled a fast
one. “He knew what he was doing,” she said. “He wanted to be
fired. Bubba Cuthbert is the laziest man ever to walk God’s
green earth.”

“He was never quite right,” she said as she drove up the
hill to the house. “We was all surprised the army took him. I
guess they was hard up for volunteers.”

“Were,” said Frank, sitting in the backseat with his air rifle
and the Ring Magazine he had stolen from Mr. Mitchell’s
mailbox.

“What?” Mother said.

He grinned his smart-aleck grin. “Nothing,” he said. “I
didn’t say a damn thing.”

“Don’t you be cussin,” Mother said. But she thought it was
cute. Everything Frank did she thought it was cute.

We parked in the yard under a hickory tree. Granny was
sitting in the living room watching a Gunsmoke re-run, a dip
pouching her lip. On the wall above the mantel she had hung
a framed picture of President Reagan. Her father, a yellow-
dog Democrat, had reared Granny in the true faith, but, after
she and Mother fell out, Granny sent off for the picture of
the president and announced that henceforth she was voting
Republican.

“That’s my mama,” Mother would say. “It’s just like her to
bring down the whole damn country to get a dig at me.”

Granny tongued the quid under her lip and frowned
suspiciously. “What do you want?”

Mother grinned bravely. “It’s Christmas, Mama. We come
to visit.”

“We done ate,” Granny said. She retrieved a coffee can from
the linoleum floor beside her and spat into it. “It’s too late if
you come to make a meal.”

“We didn’t come to make a meal, Mama. We ate, too. Didn’t
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we, boys?”

“I'm hungry,” Frank said.

“See? We only come to visit. Where’s Bubba?”

“Bubba’s out back drinking his wine I bought him.” Granny
relaxed at the idea of Bubba, her love child. “I told him I'd buy
him a Christmas bottle but he had to drink it outside.”

Granny eyed Frank and me. “There’s mincemeat pie on the
table, boys.”

“Go hug your granny first, boys.”

Granny stiffened as if for a flu shot. She smelled of snuff.

“Look at my BB-gun I got for Christmas,” Frank said.

“Be careful. You could shoot somebody’s eye out with that
thing,” said Granny.

“I got a basketball,” I said.

“Is that all?” Granny cut her eyes at Mother. “I bet that BB-
gun cost more than a little old basketball.”

“Mama, please,” Mother said.

Frank cut the pie with the new jackknife he claimed to
have found at school, but which I figured he had stolen. We
wolfed down the pie and went outside looking for Bubba. We
found our uncle sitting on a stump in the backyard, drinking
the Christmas wine. He wore khaki pants and a red wool
underwear top. He scratched himself.

Frank pointed the air rifle at him. “I could shoot your eye
out.”

Bubba scratched and giggled. “You wouldn’t hurt old Bubba,
would you?”

“I just said I could. Didn’t say I would.”

I said piously, “You ain’t supposed to point guns at people.”

Bubba hugged the bottle of wine to his chest. “You can’t
have Bubba’s wine. Mama give it to me.”

Frank curled his lip, an exaggerated look of disgust.
“Nobody wants your damned old wine. Let’s go shoot some
cans.”

I pitched my voice higher, like sweet-talking a puppy: “You
come too, Bubba.”

Bubba stumbled to his feet. He was a pig-eyed, pussle-
gutted little man with narrow shoulders and a sunken face.
We followed Frank toward the dump where fifty years ago a
drilling crew had dug a sludge pit. They never struck oil. They
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left a salt water pit Granny and the neighbors used as a dump.

We passed a dilapidated barn and marched single file into
the frosty pasture, a thin crust of snow crunching under our
feet. A killdeer flew out of a clump of bushes. Bubba stuck out
his finger and shot it. “Pow!” he said, blowing out a cloud of
vapor. He pulled up his shirt and scratched his hairy belly. “I
got medals from the war. I hide them under my bed so I can
take them out and look at them.”

“Boy, I'd like to see them!” I said.

“You dummy!” Frank said. “He don’t have any medals.”

“Don’t call me dummy,” I said.

Frank’s lip curled in disgust. “You believe anything.”

Bubba cocked his mouth left-wise, a sly grin. “Bubba’s got
medals, all right. I take them out and look at them any time
I feel like it.”

Frank said, “Jesus, you're hairy as a bear.”

Bubba pulled down his shirt. “I love Jesus,” he said.

“Me, too!” I said.

Bubba said, “I bet I love him more than you.”

“I bet you don’t!”

“The question is,” Frank said, “Does our lord and savior
love you?”

“You talk funny,” Bubba said.

“You’re a moron,” Frank said.

“Bubba ain’t no moron,” said Bubba. He held one nostril
with his thumb and blew out a clot of snot. “Mama says I'm
smart, only I'm screwy.” He crossed his eyes and stuck out his
tongue, spinning a finger around his ear.

“Frank’s the smart one,” I said. “He makes all As when he
wants to.”

Frank grinned. “This much is true. I can fight, too. I
whupped Jalen Simms.”

“This much is true,” I said. “Frank whupped Jalen Simms.”

“Who’s Jalen Simms?” asked Bubba.

“Used to be the baddest dude in school,” said Frank.

We stood on the dam above the sludge pit, a skein of ice
floating on the surface, supporting shallow islands of snow.
Frank fired the air rifle. “Pow! Bull’s eye!” he hollered. A
sizable collection of tin cans and bottles were strewn on our
side of the pit; on the other side somebody had dumped a
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mattress and tires. Frank shot again and missed. We moved
down for a closer shot.

“Where’s Roy?” Bubba asked. “How come you didn’t bring
Roy?”

“He ran off,” Frank said, shooting and missing again. “You
know that.”

I said, “He’s fixin to send me and Frank some Christmas.”

“He didn’t send nothing,” Frank said.

“It ain’t got here yet is all.” I reached for the BB-gun. “Let
me shoot.”

Frank jerked the gun from my hand. “Our dear father is in
Montana,” he said. “No doubt inebriated. He married a rich
woman. Owns a big ranch.”

I was suspicious. “How do you know?”

Frank look worried. He was not yet the smooth liar he
would become. “He wrote me a letter but I threw it away.”

“How come he didn’t write me?” I said.

“I was always his favorite. Here. Want to shoot?” He shoved
the air rifle at me. “You can’t hit nothing.”

“You missed every time.”

“I hit once. Didn’t I, Bubba?”

Bubba giggled and stuck out his tongue. “Wooee! Bubba
likes old Roy. He used to bring me beer when y’all come over.”

“Look at my knife,” said Frank. He pulled the knife from
his pocket, opened it, and showed the blade to Bubba.

“Where’d you get that?”

“I traded a boy at school.”

“You told me you found it,” I said.

“Same difference.”

I shot at a bottle; the BB pinged. “Got it! See?”

“Lucky shot!” Frank said.

“Bubba’s got to pee,” Bubba said. “Woo-damn!” He
commenced jerking at his pants, already spotted below the
zipper. “Woo-damn!” he cackled. “I'm peeing in my shoe!”

I shot another can. “Looky there! See that? I hit ever time!”

Frank grabbed the barrel. “Give me the gun, dummy. You're
wasting BBs.”

Bubba leaned back against the incline of the dam, biting
his tongue as he pissed a stream that steamed in the frigid
air. “Wooee! Woo-damn!” he hollered. He tipped the bottle to
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his lips, drawing hard, and wiped the back of his hand across
his mouth and grunted. “Mama bought me the wine. Mama
loves her Bubba.”

“She certainly doesn’t love our mother,” Frank said.

“That’s cause Sister’s mean.”

“Who’s mean? Granny’s mean—that’s who’s mean. Put your
thing up.”

We all looked. It had stiffened, the glans gone purple in the
cold air. Bubba pointed it at us and giggled, his little red eyes
beaming.

Frank scrambled up the side of the dam. I started after him
but stumbled. I reached up clawing at the frosty earth. Bubba
grabbed my foot. “Lemme hep you,” he said.

Frank pointed the BB-gun at Bubba’s head. “Leave him
alone!”

Bubba moaned, his little red eyes glowing through the
bursts of vapor discharging from his mouth and nostrils.
“Come on, now,” he pleaded. “Bubba ain’t never hurt nobody.”

I heard a noise like a slap. Bubba’s head snapped back. A
bubble of blood appeared on the bridge of his nose. He pawed
at the wound and howled: “Aowoh! Aowoh!”

Frank hollered, his eyes wild and triumphant: “Come on,
Junior!”

I scrambled on all-fours up the side of the dam. Frank
grabbed my jacket, tugging. We ran. I stumbled. Bubba
hollered after us. I looked back as he staggered over the top
of the dam. Frank sprinted ahead of me, laughing wildly.

I chased after him. Frank stopped and faced me, gasping.
His eyes were wild. “See it? Kapow! Right between the eyes!”

“He’s coming,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Frank pulled the jackknife from his pocket, exposing the
blade, and fiercely slashed the air. “I’ll cut him!”

Bubba reeled aimlessly toward us, dangling the wine bottle
by his side. He stopped and held the lip of the bottle to his
eye, his knees folding until his body conceded the superior
force of gravity. He dropped heavily to the frozen ground.

Frank handed me the air rifle and pointed the knife, his
face flushed, a fiery madness in his eyes. “Let’s get him!”

“No! He’ll tell Granny!”

“So what? Come on, Junior. You know you want to.”
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I followed him closer. Bubba rolled on his back and groaned.
Frank gripped my shoulder, his wild eyes flashing. “Shoot
him! Shoot him, Junior!”

My uncle wrapped his hands around his shoulders,
hugging himself, and rolled away. I shouldered the air rifle
and with pure untutored malice aimed at his head and pulled
the trigger. The BB hit him above the ear. He slapped at the
bleeding wound, a ringing wail lifting from his throat, and in
that terrible moment I was certain I had killed him.

“Aaow!” Bubba’s wretched squeal knocked the pale hard
sky and seemed to echo.

“Hear it?” Frank cupped his hand to his ear. “Shit!” A tinny
rattle like a furious curse collided mid-air with my uncle’s
pathetic shriek. “Hear it?”

I couldn’t breathe. God had seen all, and now had spoken,
his voice the shriek of an old car horn, worn and raspy. I was
doomed. A single moment of cruelty had canceled all my
good deeds and fervent prayers. God’s wrath was upon me.
He would hold me by the toes and drop me into the fiery pit
of hell!

Our uncle clawed at his wounds, wailing in chorus to the
old Chevy’s tinny shriek. “How come you hurt old Bubba?”
he cried.

The horn sounded again. Frank pocketed the knife and
took the air rifle from me and stood over him. “It was Junior
shot you, Bubba.”

“No! No!” I screamed. “You shot him first!”

Frank said, “Listen here. I took the gun from Junior. You
saw it. Tell Granny. Okay?”

Bubba clawed at his bloody ear. The horn shrieked, a
furious curse. I looked up at the glaucous sky, hard and cold.

Frank tugged my shirt. He was grinning. “Let’s go. I bet
our dear mother and our sweet old Granny had another cuss
fight.”

Mother was pounding the horn as we approached the car.
She had been crying. “Hurry up!” she shouted. Frank crawled
into the back seat. I foolishly sat in front with her. A cigarette
bobbed from the corner of her mouth. She stomped the
accelerator. The engine groaned but did not start.

“Take a good look, boys! Last time you’ll see this place if I
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have to bring you back!” Her eyes brimmed with fresh tears.
“God help me for saying this about my own mother, but that’s
the meanest woman alive! Start, goddammit!” She pounded
the accelerator. The odor of gasoline filled the car.

“I think you flooded it.” Frank spoke soothingly, as if to a
sorrowful child. “Don’t tell me you and Granny got in another
fight.”

I knew from the sound of his voice Frank was grinning. I
hunkered down. He was safe in the back seat, but I was an
arm’s length from Mother’s backhand. My only hope was to
shape an alliance. “Granny’s always mean to you,” I told her,
and added, paraphrasing one of Mother’s lamentations, “She
never loved you.”

Mother slapped me. “Shut up!” I felt the sting on my cheek
and covered my face. I smelled dirt on my hands. My chest
seized. A moan forced its way through my aching throat, but
I did not cry. I had wept for the last time years ago.

Mother hollered, “How do you know she don’t love me? The
goddamn car won'’t start!” She leaned over the steering wheel,
sobbing. “I hate this car! I hate it!”

In a hot blur I glimpsed Frank’s slender hand float across
the space over the back seat and rest on Mother’s shoulder.
“What’d she do this time?” he asked.

“She willed the farm to Bubba.”

“All of it?”

“Every last cow patty. Ain’t that a kick? All the times I
worked to help pay for the place and take care of Daddy and
little sister till they died . ..”

Frank spoke soothingly, as if to a child. “We love you,
Mama. You know we love you. What you do, you hold down
the pedal without pumping it. That way you don’t flood the
engine. I read it in Popular Mechanics.”

Mother pushed away from the steering wheel. “I know
that,” she snapped.

She eyed me shyly. “Watch what you say, sugar. That little
mouth can get you in trouble.” She held the pedal to the floor.
The engine sputtered. “What I ought to do, I ought to get a
lawyer and sue the old bitty.” The engine started; she grinned
fiercely, gap-toothed and homely. “Next man I marry has
gotta be crazy about me.”
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hat evening the radio warned of icy roads. We had been
home only a few minutes when a hard sleet fell. “We was
lucky we left when we did,” Mother said.

Frank grinning slyly at me said, “You were smart to leave.”

I knew it was not luck, or Mother’s wit, that had saved us
from the perilous roads. I saw God’s hand guiding us home,
releasing the deadly sleet only after we were deposited safely
in our little house. I thanked the Lord but congratulated
myself. Our safety, I knew, was our reward for my faith.

That night, Frank and I alone in our room, my itchy
conscience kept me awake. I asked my brother to pray with
me. “It says it works better when two pray together,” I told
him.

“I don’t care what it says.” Frank lay next to me flexing his
biceps as he read a muscle magazine he had stolen from the
Baileys’ mailbox. He had scattered a dozen or more stolen
books and magazines under the bed.

“We hurt Bubba,” I said.

Frank stroked his biceps. “It was his own damn fault.”

“We could’ve hurt him bad. You wanted to stick him.”

“There is a difference, little brother, between saying and
doing. I said I would stick him. You shot him.”

“You told me to. You don’t even feel bad about it.”

Frank flashed the killer grin Mother said could charm a
snake. “So what? What’s the difference? I don’t feel bad what
I do. You pray and you don’t feel bad.”

He stuffed the magazine under his pillow and crawled out
of bed fully dressed and pulled his jacket from the closet.

“Where’re you going?”

“That’s for me to know.”

“You're going to see Charlotte Snowden.”

Frank reached under the mattress and retrieved a pack
of cigarettes and the Zippo lighter he had stolen from Mrs.
Sampson.

I didn’t want him to go. For all that I judged him, I loved my
brother. When he left at night, I was lonely. I heard noises,
and I was afraid. “You can’t go out this late. What if Mama
finds out?”

“You gonna tell her?” He twisted my ear. “Know what you’ll
get, you little turd?”
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After Frank left, I lay in the bed watching the blue-yellow
flame of the space heater flicker in the dark and light a shine
on the hardwood floor. I had closed my eyes and begun
drowsily to say my prayers when Mother came into the room.

“Where is Frank?” A cigarette hung from the corner of her
mouth, the punk glowing dully under the ash.

“I don’t know.” I added a feeble lie: “I been asleep.”

Mother stood in the doorway, tall and dark and grim against
the dim light in the hall. She said, “Snuck out again. What am
I gonna do with that boy?” And smiled as if his mischief were
a cute prank.

She said, “Mama called. Did you shoot Bubba with the BB-
gun?”

“Frank shot first. Then he made me shoot Bubba.”

“Now, now. What’s done is done. Don’t go blaming your
brother.”

She sat on the edge of the bed and doused the cigarette
on the sole of her shoe and laid her cold rough hand on my
forehead. She whispered, “I love you, Junior. You know how
much I love you?”

“Yes ma’am.”

Her hand was cool on my skin, her eyes bright and weary.
“I ain’t gonna hit you no more.”

“It’s all right. I deserve it.”

“No, you don’t. You're a good boy.” A wiry moan lifted from
her throat, a sorrowful noise seeking shape and meaning in
a word she did not know. She pulled me to her and held me.
“I wish I could do more for you boys,” she said. “It ain’t easy
all alone.”

I thought what Frank would say. He would say, I love you,
Mama. 1 grunted, but, like my mother, I did not have the
word.

dozed off with a prayer on my lips, waking only briefly

when my brother returned and shoved me out of the warm
spot in the center of the bed into the cold air seeping through
the window sill. I entered a dream and descended, releasing
my scattered day in a deeper sleep, but woke again hours
later to the warmth of my brother’s body beside me. I sat up
rubbing my face, at first unaware of the chill creeping under
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my skin like a shame. My mind resisted as the chill seeped
into my legs from the wet pajamas. My body settled into a
gelid palsy. I folded the blankets back and leaned out of bed
as the ammoniac stench filled my nostrils. I touched my bare
feet to the cold floor, gasping and shivering as I stumbled
across the room. Frank would tease me mercilessly. He would
tell Charlotte Snowden, and the Sampsons, and Ralph Gibson.
He'd tell Mother. I prayed: Oh, Lord! Please! I didn’t! I won’t
never again!

As I crept into the dark hall I felt the cold wet PJs plastered
to my butt and legs; a cold stream of urine trickled down one
ankle. In the bathroom I stripped naked and dropped to my
knees before the toilet seat and washed the urine from the
PJs in the toilet and wrung them out and flushed. I lowered
the cover over the toilet seat and propped my elbows on the
painted wood and prayed. I prayed for my mother and father
and Frank and to forgive my father for leaving us and Frank
for sneaking out. I prayed for Ralph Gibson, who with Frank
stole from mailboxes in the neighborhood, and Charlotte
Snowden, who was 14 and who sometimes sat on her porch
with her dress hiked up and her panties showing. I prayed
for my grandmother, that the Lord might work a miracle on
her mean and spiteful ways, and for Bubba that his wounds
from the air rifle would heal without pain or memory. Finally
I prayed for myself, coming down hard on the forgiveness
angle.

As I stood from the toilet, delivered of shame and fear, I
was rewarded with a giddy lightheadedness, as if levitating on
my own pious nature. I retrieved a towel from the bathroom
closet and crept naked into the chilly hall carrying the PJs
and underwear in a wet wad which I hid under the bed. Frank
slept. Tomorrow, I would strip the bed of the wet sheets, and
wash and dry them after he left. I felt wonderfully giddy and
clever as I searched through the underwear drawer for a pair
of long johns. In the dark my hand burrowed through the
underwear like some half-blind and famished rodent seeking
a morsel of food. I felt a cold, hard lump in the bottom of the
drawer. I had withdrawn the long johns and stepped into the
bottoms before realizing what Frank had hidden there.

“Oh!” T said. And then again, whispering, “Oh,” as if the
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whisper would muffle the noise of my first exclamation. The
logic of the revelation was an exquisite pleasure, soothing
the sting of betrayal. I knew before holding it up to the dim
blue light of the gas heater that the knife was a duplicate of
Frank’s new knife. I knew also, and before I discovered the
Christmas card, our father had sent us the knives. I exposed
the blade and watched the flame of the gas heater light the
tempered steel. I smiled sleepily, blinking against a pleasant
fatigue, then closed the blade and moved to my side of the
bed, where I spread the towel over the wet spot and crawled
into bed still clutching the knife. My knife, I thought. Mine!
I watched my brother sleep, contemplating his pretty face,
the smooth brow and girlish lips that so easily shaped a lie or
masked a petty larceny. I scooted under the covers, moving
closer until I could feel the heat from my brother’s body, his
breath on my shoulder. I turned the knife (my knife!) in my
palm, teasing my fingertips with the smooth indentures of
the bone handle, my lips silently moving as I entered the pure
and spiteless sleep of a happy child.
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Dan Timoskevich

Paquete

tislateinthe eveningin Quito. The citylights climb skyward

in all directions before disappearing into the clouds. Frigid
air tumbles down the surrounding mountains. A five-year-
old boy is walking down Amazonas Avenue toward the heart
of the city. His feet hurt. His name is Paco, but his friends call
him Paquito. His mom used to call him that, too. The man he
is walking with calls him Paquete.

He passes the bullfighting arena coated with a fresh
layer of orange paint. In a few weeks, in celebration of the
founding of Quito, the gates will open and the matadors will
arrive with great fanfare, wearing vests with sparkling trim.
Everyone will converge on this normally quiet street corner:
hat vendors, musicians, drunks, tourists, drunk tourists.
There will be either raucous cheers when the bull, already
dying, is finished off after putting up a courageous fight, or
gasps from the audience when a bullfighter is impaled by a
thrashing horn. Paco is looking forward to this week-long
celebration. He won’t have to walk so far.

The streets are treacherous at night. They can also be
dangerous during the day as overfilled buses weave through
jammed lanes, scouring the crumbling curbs for the stranded,
but this danger is obvious and the crowds of people ambling
about on the sidewalks know better than to stray into the
streets. At night, the barren roads are as duplicitous as a river
that’s calm on the surface but hides dangerous undertows
below. Cars can appear out of nowhere, swerving wildly
about the lanes. If a collision appears imminent, drivers don’t
slow down but instead tap their horns in fair warning. Paco
worries because he is invisible.

Of course, he knows this is not completely true. The man he
is walking with sees him and watches closely to make sure he
doesn’t wander away. And the people in the cars can probably
see him; they are just not aware of him. Paco blends into the
landscape, no more significant than a lamppost. He walks
among other invisibles: emaciated dogs, waifish old ladies,

SIXFOLD FICTION WINTER 2016 DAN TIMOSKEVICH | 33



men with missing limbs. Paco can see them all and he smiles
as he passes them, because though he is invisible, he is much
luckier than they are.

“Paquete!” his companion snaps. “Remember your mother.”

At the next corner a pair of teenage boys races out into the
middle of the street when a few obedient cars stop at a red
light. One boy juggles three grey tennis balls while the other
somersaults between the juggler’s legs and then jumps to his
feet smiling and clapping his hands between the flying balls
in a comic attempt to distract his partner. The acrobat climbs
atop the juggler’s shoulders, and one by one intercepts the
balls until he is now the juggler, though he lacks the control
of his partner. A ball falls to the ground before the light
turns green, and the boy leaps off his partner’s shoulders and
scrambles to fetch it. Despite the error, the boys still grin and
take a bow. A lady in a fuming Mazda lets a wrinkled bill
flutter out her window, and the boys pounce on the money
before it floats away.

While jugglers and acrobats are entertaining, Paco dreams
one day of pouring gasoline in his mouth and spitting it
over a lighter’s flame, producing a glamorous fireball. These
teenage fire-spitters are magnificent like dragons and inspire
the most awe—and tips—from spectators. There are other
performers Paco admires, like this toothless man sitting
on the bench playing his rondador. He blows out a familiar
tune—El Chulla Quitenio. It’s the only song he ever plays, but
people don’t seem to notice or care. A few golden and silver
coins lie scattered in the warped hat at his side. Paco wishes
he could produce these peculiar, birdlike sounds, but he has
no rondador. He pauses to listen and smiles at the performer
before being slapped by the man he’s been walking with. His
face stings. He is not supposed to smile. The rondador player
notices none of this because Paco is invisible to him, too.

Nearby, a woman wearing a dark felt hat over her long,
braided black hair stoops over a garbage can, poking through
trash with a snapped piece of rebar. She is invisible. Paco
can tell because of the indigenous disguise she wears. She
murmurs a song in a voice that he finds familiar, and he
pauses mid-step to catch another view of her face. Her coarse,
craquelured skin, imperceptible lips, and toothless mouth are
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ultimately foreign to him, and he’s disappointed.

The woman, not finding anything worthwhile, moves on
with a tortured limp to fish through the next can. She seems
ancient, but a man once revealed to Paco that working the
streets adds ten years to one’s age. This idea excites Paco. If it
is true, his days of spitting fire are not so distant.

Paco’s feet are swelling, and now he is thirsty. The man tugs
at his arm, pulling him to continue as they approach Carolina
Park. In a vast city of lights, it is two kilometers of terrifying
darkness. Paco has heard stories of children walking into the
park and never appearing again. They pass the vivarium with
the fat, fanged snake painted on the wall. He imagines the
snakes escaping their cages at night to roam the park, and
he worries an anaconda will slither by, crush his bones, and
devour him. Mysterious noises scatter then converge, and he
hearsrustling in the grass and overhead. He races ahead of his
companion, eager to return to the light. In the near distance
he sees the pyramidal hotel with blocks of light stepping
down from its point and casting a glow on the palm trees
lined below in an orderly row. The grass is manicured and the
sidewalks smooth, and after ten kilometers of walking, Paco
knows he is close.

A blister opens up between his toes, but the pain is distant.
The churning in his stomach is all he notices. His lips are dry
and crusty. The aroma of roasted chicken, pizza, shawarmas,
and other foreign smells are ripe in the air. He licks his lips.

They approach La Mariscal, an area filled with swank
restaurants, active bars, nightclubs, and drunken revelers.
The man points at a young couple seated at a table outside
an Arabian hookah bar. He stuffs two packets of gum and
a package of cigarettes in Paco’s coat pocket and pushes the
boy in their direction.

Paco nears the couple’s table. They’re speaking a language
he doesn’t understand, but he expects this. At this time of
night, everyone in La Mariscal is a foreigner. The young
woman has glossy brown hair and a trimmed rose tucked
behind her ear, but the man transfixes Paco. He has never
seen a man with such orange hair, and it seems as if fire pours
out of the man’s nose and drips from his ears and mouth
down his chin and neck. Paco straightens his posture, pulls
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out a pack of cigarettes and approaches. The man sees him
and nods. Paco pounds the pack into the palm of his hand,
flips the lid open and partially lifts out a single cigarette. The
man takes it and puts it in his mouth, letting it bounce about
his lips. Paco offers a lighter, holding it out like a gentleman,
and cups his hand around the flame, waiting for the man to
draw in the fire and puff out a ball of smoke.

“Cincuenta centavos,” Paco says, holding out his hand.

The fiery man gives him a dollar, and Paco fights back a
smile. He pulls out the pack of gum and places it on the table.
The foreigners shake their heads and divert their attention
away from him. They’re silent while they wait for him to
disappear. He doesn’t leave but instead takes a small step
backwards, clasps his hands behind his back, and stands
attentively until someone finds his eyes again. Finally, the
woman glances at Paco but mumbles something to the fiery
man. Paco listens, scavenging for familiar words.

“Okay,” the man says. His fingers dance over the gum, and
he contorts his face and twitches his bushy eyebrows.

“Don’t tease him,” the woman says.

“'m not teasing him. I'm deciding.” He scratches his
flaming chin and curls the tips of his mustache. He makes
his ears dance up and down.

Paco can’t hold the giggle back and it fizzes from his lips
like soda from a shaken bottle. He covers his mouth, hoping
his companion watching him from the street corner does not
see his laughter.

The fiery man searches his wallet. “All T have is a twenty.
You have a dollar?” he asks the woman who shakes her head.
He puts his wallet away.

Paco slumps his shoulders. He wonders if a careless
remnant of a smile still lingers on his face, and he pushes his
lower lip upward to exaggerate a frown. He tries to remember
his mother, but the thoughts are dry.

The woman removes an apple from her purse and offers it.
Paco tentatively accepts it but doesn’t know whether to eat it
there or wait. He decides it’s safer to put it in his pocket.

“He’s still there,” the woman says a few moments later. She
sucks in a puff of the hookah’s smoke and sighs as a halo of
vapor swarms around her head. She passes the hose to the
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fiery man, who sets aside his cigarette and takes a puff. He
closes his eyes while the flavorful smoke inhabits his body.

The woman presses her fingers to her scalp, stretching the
skin on her forehead. She looks to Paco, whose legs are now
shaking. “My God, look at his foot. It’s bleeding through his
shoe!”

“What do you want to do about it?” the man asks. “Do you
have a spare shoe?”

“Just give him something,” the woman says as she pushes
her chair away from the table. She grabs her purse and
disappears inside the bar.

A mouth and teeth appear between the flames as the man
smiles warmly at Paco. “Nifio, no mas. I'm sorry. No mas. Tus
manos, por favor.”

Paco holds out his hands and squeezes his eyes, hoping
to force something out of them. The fiery man returns the
package of gum into Paco’s hands.

Feeling empty and betrayed by the indispositions of his
heart, Paco leaves the patio of the hookah bar and returns to
the street corner where his companion has been spying him.
He gives the man the dollar but can’t keep his other hand
from crawling about his pocket. Paco’s fingernails dig into
the apple until they’re moist with juice. When he pulls out
his hand and lifts it to his mouth to lick his fingers, the man
grabs Paco’s wrist and stops him. The man snatches the apple
from the coat pocket and turns it over in his hand, inspecting
it. He holds it out, but only to tease the boy, because when
Paco reaches for it, the man yanks it away and hurls it against
the wall. The mushy remains slide to the ground. Paco begins
to cry. Before the tears dry, the man pushes his little package
to the next location, the patio of a ritzy restaurant at the edge
of the main plaza.

Paco stumbles over his feet as he shuffles towards the
restaurant. He can’t stop the tears. The apple was his. He
simply wanted a taste. Now, he may never know how the
fruit of a wealthy foreigner compares to the fruit he normally
eats. Perhaps the young woman’s apple held luxurious, exotic
flavors. He rubs his eyes with his forearm, smearing the
grimy tears across his face.

The two giant windows of the restaurant offer a glittering
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view of the kings and queens inside. Even the waiters wear
fancy white jackets and black bow ties. Everything inside
sparkles: the silverware, the wineglasses, the teeth, the
eyes. The faces of the women gleam and their ears and necks
twinkle in the candlelight. Outside the door, armed security
guards stand at attention to stop unapproved people from
entering. No one is invisible to these men. Nevertheless, they
seem uninterested in protecting the guests who sit at the
tables on the restaurant’s patio.

Even though the patio is crowded—every table and seat is
taken—Paco knows exactly where to go. He'll sell to anyone
who beckons him over, but it’s the smiling couples he
approaches first.

The woman has a ghostly white, doughy face and a plump
nose. Her lips are achiote red and her auburn hair spirals
down the side of her face like rusty coils. The tears are still
flowing as he pulls out his tiny package from his coat pocket.
He’s trying to do his job, to be professional, but his arm
trembles as he holds his hand out to offer a cigarette. The
doughy-faced woman’s expression flutters briefly to shock
before returning to her smile. She looks into her purse, opens
her wallet and removes a bill. Paco fumbles through his coat
pocket for his lighter while she places the bill in his other
hand, closing his fingers around both the bill and cigarette.
She wraps both of her hands around his tiny fist and holds
them there for a while. Finally, she lets go, smiles, and taps
his hand twice more before returning to her conversation
with the silver-haired man. The woman doesn’t tell him how
much change she expects. She doesn’t seem to expect change
at all.

Paco opens his hand and looks at the bill. He knows his
numbers, both one and five, and understands he’s received
a lot of money. The bearded man pictured on the five-dollar
bill looks like no man he’s ever known or seen, but he seems
to be looking proudly back at Paco.

In an instant, Paco feels like he is expanding from his chest,
growing to twice his size. He sprints back toward the man to
show off his earnings but comes to a sudden stop midway
when he realizes something important. He forgot to give the
woman her cigarette. They are neither thieves nor beggars,
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the man has reminded him many times. They are workers.
Paco hurries back toward the plaza, his eyes wide with panic.
The woman is watching him with squinted eyes. Her smile is
gone. He’s cheated her, he knows.

He reaches the table, bows meekly, and offers the cigarette.
She laughs and shakes her head. He insists. Doesn’t she
remember she just made this purchase? He holds it out again
and puts it on the table. Finally, she nods and takes it. He
notices her red-stained wine glass and the empty bottle on
the table and wonders if her mind is dancing with angels.
That would explain her forgetfulness.

He nods politely before spinning around and running
back to the man. The five-dollar bill is in his coat pocket, his
fingers wrapped firmly around it. Feeling like a king holding
such a large bill, he presents it to his companion who buys
him a stick of roasted corn and gives him twenty-five cents
from his pocket. It’s the first time Paco has been able to keep
money for himself. Now, he’s a true worker. He smiles briefly
before returning to his normal face. Deep down, though, he

is happy.

he flood of affluent locals and foreigners into La Mariscal

begins. The clubs awaken, pulsating with bass tones and
flashing lights, enticing throngs of partiers to swarm to the
sound. Sweeping over the streets in waves, they arrive from the
homes and apartments surrounding the Catholic University
to the north and Central University to the south. They weave
between taxicabs, which wade through the streets waiting to
rescue the older tourists looking to escape. For over an hour,
people continuously flow down from the hills, flushed from
the quiet, surrounding streets and emptied into the estuary
of Amazonas Avenue. Paco goes back to work, selling single
cigarettes to people escaping the sweltering heat of the clubs.
But tonight, these sweaty people are stingy and pay no more
than fifty cents per cigarette. They love to bargain.

The man decides to give up just after midnight. His little
cloth sack is full of Sacagawea dollar coins and dollar bills so
worn and infinitely crumpled they feel soft and smooth like
silk.

“We’re going to the palace,” he says, handing Paco the bag
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of money. “You carry this. It’s safer with you.”

Paco is tired and limps to avoid putting pressure on his
throbbing right foot. His left foot has been hurting, too, but
another thing the man has taught him is that greater pain
erases lesser pain. Paco is happy to be going to the palace. It’s
closer than walking home.

From a distance, the rough, cobblestone road leading up
to the palace looks like an avalanche of rocks spilled from
the mountain, slicing through the neighborhood. The road
is so narrow and steep the buses don’t dare to climb it, and
sometimes, even taxis drop their customers off at the base of
the hill rather than attempt the ascent. Tonight, Paco’s legs
are fighting him and he takes the man’s hand. As they near
the summit he sees men with untucked shirts and unzipped
pants dancing with their angels, singing songs of devotion,
and twirling their invisible beauties up and down the steep
slope of the cobbled road until they finally collapse.

The palace is three stories high and still growing according
to Jesus, the fat, mustached man who manages the flow of
guests. Strands of rebar sprout upward from the corners of
the palace’s roof like rusty flower stems. Light bleeds through
the thin, carmine curtains of several rooms on the second
and third floor of the palace. Ghostly silhouettes duck and
lurch in and out of view. No matter the time of day or night,
there is always someone awake inside.

“A busy night,” the man says to the palace guard who stands
at attention in front of the heavily dented metal door. The
guard’s uniform is a large bomber jacket and baggy fatigue
pants. The loose clothes disguise his slender physique, and
he looks otherworldly under the violet neon light framing the
doorway. The light casts a mystic glow against the lime green
concrete walls.

The guard smiles at the man and says, “Three dollars for a
bed. Three to Jestus. Three for the girl. Maybe some extra for
me.”

The man pulls out his empty pockets and shows them.

The guard laughs. He touches his forefinger to his chin. “Of
course, if you're only visiting your sister, then it’s free.” The
guard steps forward and hugs the man. Then he steps aside
and permits them to enter.
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Inside the palace, Jesus sits on the tan, punctured sofa that
smells of smoke. He’s watching the grainy black-and-white
screen of a tiny television resting atop a flimsy wooden table.
He stands when he sees the man. Jesus lifts his shirt and pulls
out the handgun tucked into his pants. He points it at the
doorway and says, “Pow, pow!” Laughing mischievously, he
gives the gun to the man. “Don’t worry. No problems tonight.”

“Can you watch my Paquete while I go upstairs to see my
sister? Five minutes.”

“You're eating into my break,” Jesus says.

“Five minutes,” the man says. He leans toward Paco as if
about to hug him, but instead, he reaches into Paco’s coat
and takes the bag of money. He tousles Paco’s sticky hair and
smiles before disappearing down the hall and up the rickety
staircase.

Jesus collapses onto the sofa. He taps the cushion. “Come
here, Paco.”

Paco pulls himself onto the sofa and leans his head into
Jesus’s soft belly. Together they watch the television. Paco
tries to concentrate on the moving images and the frantic
squeals of the gray woman as she races back and forth across
the screen, her hands to her head. Paco finds the colorless
world boring. His eyelids tremble before surrendering
completely under the weight of exhaustion.

hen he reopens his eyes, he’s alone on the sofa. He’s

worried the man has forgotten him. And Jests? There’s
no one in the lobby. If someone comes in, how will he know
where to send them? Who will collect the money? Since there
is no one else, the responsibility has become his.

A long counter, the last vestige of the palace’s days as a
hotel, hides in the shadows at the opposite end of the room.
Above the counter, frayed wires poke through the ceiling like
wilted vines, a reminder of where the light fixtures used to
be. The counter’s face is missing several of its ivory-colored
tiles, and many of the remaining tiles are either cracked or
stained. No one ever stands behind the counter anymore. Not
even Jesus. Its only function seems to be to hide the crates
of Pilsener beer, but even then, all the visitors know of the
stash. Perhaps because they can’t see it, they aren’t tempted
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to swipe any.

Paco goes over to the counter and prepares to assume his
duty by standing behind it. It’s the only way someone his age
can demonstrate authority. Strolling about the lobby, he’s just
a lost kid. Behind the counter, he will be somebody. There’s
only one problem, he quickly discovers. He can’t see over the
counter and won’t know when people arrive. He returns to
the front of the counter and leans suavely against the tiles,
his legs crossed and his hands tucked in his pockets. He must
look authoritative. He glances at his feet and the little toes
peeking out through the canvas of his shoe. This doesn’t look
professional. He quickly hides again behind the counter, but
this time he formulates a plan.

He carefully empties one of the yellow crates of its beer
bottles and tips it over. The plastic crate makes a perfect
stool, and when he stands atop it, he can just barely see over
the counter. If he nudges his head up slightly his chin can
rest on the grainy surface. Now, he appears officious, and he
surveys his lobby awaiting a visitor from the outside or from
the upper floors. His expression is necessarily serious.

After a few minutes, he decides standing on the crate is not
comfortable. His legs are wanting to dance. He has to pee.
He has to move. But he can’t leave his lobby unattended. He
hops off the crate and dances. This helps a little. He mimics
the dance with the angels that he’s seen the man perform
many times. As he cavorts about the small area behind the
counter, he accidentally taps one of the beer bottles resting
on the floor. It falls over, clanks, and rolls harmlessly a few
feet from the other bottles. Fortunately, it does not break.

The accident proves to be inspiring. Grabbing two bottles,
one in each hand, Paco climbs the stool and hoists the heavy
bottles onto the countertop. He arranges them carefully
before hopping down to fetch two more. In La Mariscal, he
has seen men behind counters serving beer to customers and
receiving money for it. The man will be so proud of him. He
continues to retrieve the bottles, arranging them in a neat
row on the counter but leaving an opening for him to peer
through. He takes the last two bottles, but when he climbs his
stool, a woman is standing on the other side of the counter.
Her hair is in a bun and two giant, golden loops hang from
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each ear.

“Un dolar,” Paco says. “Cerveza es un dolar.”

“Paquito, mi amor,” the woman says, reaching over the
counter to pinch Paco’s cheek. “One dollar for each of these
big bottles? You'll sell out so quickly. Are you the little
bartender?”

How does she know his name, he wonders. Paco pushes one
of the beers forward, but the woman pushes it back.

“I've smelled enough beer today,” she says. “Are you here
by yourself?”

Paco nods. He suddenly becomes very hot and sweaty all
over. He’s doing a poor job. The woman joins Paco behind the
counter. She puts her hands on her meaty hips and looks at
Paco disapprovingly. “Do you remember me?” she asks.

He shakes his head. He’s so worried, even his ankles are
sweating. There’s nothing he can do to stop this woman.

She undoes her bun and lets her hair fall to her shoulders.
“Now?” she asks.

Maybe she looks familiar. He’s not sure.

She comes over to him and lifts him by his underarms off
the crate. She sets him down and looks him over again. “We
have to get you out of those pants,” she says.

Paco drops his eyes and is immediately aware of the
problem. He nods. She takes him by the hand and leads him
away from the counter. He knows she’ll take him to her room
and embarrass him. He’s ashamed.

At this moment, the man enters the lobby from the hallway.
The first thing he notices is the line of beer bottles on the
countertop. Then he looks at Paco. Then at Paco’s pants and
the long, dark streak of urine running down the fabric.

“He had a little accident,” the woman says.

“And so you offer to get him out of his pants. Haven’t you
done that enough tonight?” the man says.

“Qué barbaro!” she says. “You leave this poor boy alone
when he needed to use the bathroom.”

“Then he should have used the bathroom. Where’s Jestus?”
he asks, looking around the lobby.

“‘Jestis? You want to blame Jestus? This is not Jesus’s
responsibility.”

“I'm not the boy’s father. Do I have to show him how to
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piss? He can go outside. There are a hundred walls to piss on
out there. Even a dog has better sense.”

She tugs at Paco’s hand. “Come on, Paquito.”

There is one bathroom on each floor of the palace, but the
one on the ground level no longer functions, and like all the
other rooms on first floor, is padlocked shut. The woman leads
Paco into the cramped stairwell. The man is close behind, his
hand on Paco’s back. The wooden steps vary in height, and
the three of them stumble up the stairs.

On the second floor, Paco hears the familiar, scattered
moans and groans of men and women in devout prayer
behind their closed doors. The bathroom, which services
all the rooms on the floor, is at the end of the hall. Its door
hangs loosely on its hinges and has no lock. Regular visitors
to the palace know to hum or sing softly while on the toilet
to let others know the bathroom is occupied. Sometimes that
works.

Tonight, it’s unoccupied and the woman pushes open the
door. The bathroom has a large pedestal sink, a shower head
dangling precariously from the wall, and a toilet with a cracked
and chipped seat cover. The wastebasket is overflowing with
used toilet paper, and the smell of feces overwhelms the
vanilla scent of a fragrant candle atop the sink.

“Take off your pants,” the man says.

Paco refuses and he thrusts his hands into his pockets,
searching for his coin.

“Paquito, mi amor, you have to let me wash your pants,” the
woman says. She holds a thin bar of grimy soap.

The man grabs Paco’s right arm and forces the closed fist
out of the pocket. Not wanting to lose his coin, Paco refuses
to help. The man violently unbuttons the single button and
pulls the zipper. He yanks the pants down. Paco lifts his leg
one at a time to help the man slip the pants off.

“The boy is stupid sometimes,” the man says. “Why do I
have to undress you? You're a worker. You should know how
to do such a simple thing.”

“He’s embarrassed,” the woman says.

The man stares at Paco’s face, and Paco can feel him reading
his eyes.

“He’s not embarrassed. He’s greedy.” He lifts Paco so they
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see eye-to-eye. “You don’t want to give up your coin, do you?
We’re going to have to pay to dry your pants. How much,
sister? Twenty-five cents?”

“More or less.” The woman is already running cold water
over the pants—there’s no hot water in the palace—and she
scrubs the bar of soap furiously on both the inside and outside
of the pant legs.

“Whose pants are those?” the man asks Paco.

“Mine.”

“Who should pay to dry them?”

Paco drops his head.

The woman rinses the pants of the soap and turns off the
water. “I had a man tonight,” she says. “He’s famous. Anita
took a photo of him . . . and me. He’s a politician, I think. A
rich one.”

“Paquete, are you going to give me your coin now?” the man
asks.

“I think this man will pay to keep his secret.”

The man spins and charges toward the woman with a
clenched fist. “You're going to blackmail him? Not only are
you a whore, but you are a filthy thief. How dare you!”

“It’s an opportunity.”

The man pulls his gun from his waist and presses the barrel
against the woman’s head. “And I have an opportunity to pull
this trigger and take every dollar you have. Is that what it has
come to? Brother stealing from sister? We are that greedy?”

“We both know that gun has no bullets.”

The man’s face turns red, and the veins on his neck pulsate.
He pulls the trigger. A harmless click.

He turns back to Paco and seizes the boy’s arm.

Paco opens his fist and gladly surrenders the coin.
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Brandon Barrett

No Weapon Forged Against You
Will Prevail

hey passed a busker on the stoop of a hardware store. An

elderly Asian man playing Fiir Elise on a saxophone. Dixon
would have investigated—is anybody else dodging those feet
sticking out onto the sidewalk?—but he was with Cassie and
he didn’t want to alarm her. He himself was acutely disturbed,
considering that a stripped-down version of Fiir Elise was the
only complete song he ever learned during two years of piano
instruction as a child. And just a few days ago they had gone
through the S chapter of Cassie’s Sesame Street dictionary
and she had asked many questions about the saxophone and
its funny shape. But he let it go.

Dixon’s first visit with the psychiatrist was made to
coincide with Cassie’s first day of grade school because he
couldn’t afford an hour of daycare, not comfortably. And
wouldn’t it be closer to two hours accounting for travel time?
Not affordable comfortably or otherwise. He hadn’t sold an
article in weeks and the Gray Line piece stagnated even as
the word count grew. Rice and beans for dinner most nights,
sometimes cereal. A little water added to the milk, to stretch
it out. No daycare.

Cassie chattered with happy speculation on the possibilities
of this first day. Maybe the classroom would have a bunny
or an ant farm. There was no timidity in her character, but
Dixon worried on her behalf. Nobody would play with her at
recess due to the vagaries of children. The meager lunch he
packed would leave her hungry. She would forget to visit the
bathroom and have an accident, earning herself some cruel
nickname for the rest of her days. He reserved these notions
to himself on the grounds that naming them would give
them power, and so was dry-eyed and cheerful as he walked
her to the bus stop. She bounced into the vehicle like she’d
done it a thousand times before and was gone. Not a wave.
Dixon might have allowed himself to cry but an attractive
mother was at the stop as well, waving goodbye to an equally
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handsome child. He paused to see if he could catch her eye,
share a moment between parents: oh god they grow up fast,
yes they do. But she was checking something on her phone
while Dixon had no phone to check and was left surveying his
surroundings as though lost. So he left.

The sun was out and humanity emerged to taste it while
they could, flooding the streets with pleasant low-key bustle.
Cassie gone, he became vigilant for clues. His first task was
to double back and confirm that the busker remained, now
playing the Star-Spangled Banner while another man stooped
over to drop a bill in his cup. All-in-all this was satisfying
and he turned around. The fastest route to the psychiatrist’s
would take him past the bus stop again, so he decided on a
detour to avoid encountering the attractive mother who might
already suspect him of oddness.

Five minutes later, a man with a handlebar mustache
approached on a unicycle. Another red flag. Granted, a
sizable cohort of bohemians in the city wore “Keep Portland
Weird” T-shirts and were deliberately unconventional in
their pursuits, so the unicyclist operated well within the
expected range of public behavior. A red flag nonetheless.
Dixon watched the man negotiate through foot traffic, right
down the middle of the sidewalk although that could simply
be commonplace rudeness. A middle-aged woman with
arms full of shoeboxes grimaced and stepped aside to avoid
him. The unicyclist squeaked and tottered past Dixon, who
leaned in and sniffed hard in the man’s wake. More than just
a hint of Old Spice. Dixon approached the annoyed woman
and shook his head, smiling. These people, he said, are stilts
next? Ready to flee if her reaction was confusion or fear, but
she nodded. You're late to the party, she said, I saw a guy on
stilts last week, maybe the same stupid guy. So Dixon laughed
and kept walking. The second false alarm of the day, was all.

There were other worries but that’s fine. There always
were, hence the appointment. A complete stranger yelled out
Dixon’s name from a storefront, but he yelled again and it
wasn’t even close, he was yelling Jason, and Jason turned
out to be a man walking just behind. The yeller and Jason
were old friends. To be safe, Dixon bent down and pretended
to tie his shoe so as to overhear some of their conversation,
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which entailed being college roommates back in the day and
was thoroughly banal so probably real. As he stood, an egg
burst on the ground a few feet to the left. From whence? Oh
goodness, said a mother to a little girl, let me hold the bag,
they're falling out everywhere. Spilled groceries. Still, why a
solitary egg, how does it slip alone from a carton? Can I help,
asked Dixon, kneeling again at the girl’s level. The mother
demurred, but Dixon made as though to salvage the egg,
clowning for the child. He shrugged, rubbed a bit of the yolk
between his fingers. I have a little girl about your age, he told
her. She doesn’t like eggs either. Everyone laughed politely
and he walked away. When they couldn’t see him, he put a
finger to his nose and sniffed, it was egg, and he tasted it, and
it was egg. Broken shell but the world remained whole.

The psychiatrist’s office was squeezed between a parking
garage and a laundromat. There was no receptionist, just
a small waiting room with folding chairs and a television
playing infomercials and a sign that said Dr. Nickel will be
right with you. And he was, he poked his head out of his office
at exactly ten o’clock and said Dixon, nice to meet you and
please come in. An electric aerated fountain fussed on his
desk throughout their conversation and Dixon wondered if
Dr. Nickel turned it off at the end of the day, or left it bubbling
overnight to sooth the space and soak it in tranquility.

Let’s get the ugly business out of the way, said the
psychiatrist, and took Dixon’s insurance card. It runs out
in three months, said Dixon, how often can I see you until
then? First things first, said the psychiatrist, making a blurry
photocopy of the card on a historic machine. Your message
said schizophrenia? So Dixon told the story of his father,
while the psychiatrist slowly peeled an apple and quartered
it.

There may have been oblique warning signs, but Father’s
illness didn’t manifest in an overt manner until Dixon was
seven years old and so there were scenes of a sane man to
recollect, if only a scattered few. A man who read the paper
in the morning and participated in a bowling league every
Sunday after church, worked construction and voted strictly
Republican, changed his own oil. Was there a sturdier picture
of staid sanity in all creation? Until he began hearing the voice
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from the woodpile? Well so what, it’s fine when it’s just the
woodpile—that’s once a day on the way out the door and once
a day on the way back in, manageable indefinitely—but that
isn’t the way things work. Is it? Dixon asked his psychiatrist.
It isn’t the way things work. Not usually, said Dr. Nickel.
Things get worse, don’t they? asked Dixon. Usually, without
intervention, said Dr. Nickel. Entropy, one of them thought.

And things did get worse, but it was still surprising when
Dixon’s father jumped in front of the semi-truck. Shattered
pelvis, broken back, three weeks in intensive care before he
died. Quite shocking at the time, but Dixon later read online
that almost half of people with schizophrenia will attempt
suicide at some point. His father was a member of the Moose
Lodge, wore his hair in a crew-cut, and grilled steaks as
the sole culinary pursuit of his life, so if that man could be
pushed off the brink then a statistic of almost half seemed,
if anything, too modest. Has that been your experience? he
asked the psychiatrist. It sounds about right.

On a day-to-day basis, Dixon said, you don’t realize how
many improbable things you see and hear. I try to smell them.
I've read that you might see something that isn’t there, and
you might smell something that isn’t there, but you probably
won’t see and smell the same thing that isn’t there. The more
senses involved, the better. But I've had dreams, continued
Dixon. Where I saw and smelled and felt and tasted and
heard. And thought nothing of it.

You may not need a psychiatrist, you mayneed a philosopher.

I tried, they didn’t take my insurance.

The psychiatrist laughed. Well we can talk about it, he said.
That’s all we can do for now, but it isn’t nothing. Far from
it. They made an appointment for the next week of which
Dr. Nickel made no record, apparently trusting either to his
memory or that things would just tend to work out. A nice
way to live, thought Dixon.

H e walked home. He didn't own a car, so it seemed
appropriate that he’d been commissioned by the city
paper to write a freelance piece about the metro system. The
Gray Line. Five million dollars over budget and three years
late. The story itself was also past deadline, but as he told his
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editor: this problem isn’t going anywhere, it is only becoming
bigger with time. Run another feel-good fluff piece about
rescue dogs and give me another week, I'm close. But that
was two weeks ago.

Five hours until meeting Cassie at the bus stop, so he got
to work. He wrote in longhand and whenever he finished
he would rent a computer at the print shop and laboriously
type it up, double-spaced nice and pretty. Used to be that the
paper would take his script and have a secretary transcribe
it, a service fallen victim to budget constraints. Like Dixon
himself. On staff for a couple of years—his first job out of
college—then fired fifteen months ago and sporadically
employed on a piece-by-piece basis. The internet, explained
his editor. Ad prices. Tight margins. Outrageous insurance
premiums. Dixon worked for four hours, and the fifth hour
he smoked cigarettes and watched the clock.

Dixon picked up Cassie from the bus stop and she told him
about the day. All the kids at school played with her, and her
lunch was yummy, and she didn’t forget about the bathroom
but she didn’t need to use it even once. There was neither a
bunny nor an ant farm, though a hummingbird feeder did
hang from a tree in the recess playground. They walked back
to their studio apartment, where Dixon made rice and beans
and they played Go Fish. He got out the photographs and
spread them on the floor, as he did for a moment every day so
Cassie would never forget what her mother had looked like.

We had a good day Laura, said Dixon. Cassie’s first day of
first grade. Tell mama about your favorite part of the day.

Miss Goldberg has pretty yellow hair.

Miss Goldberg’s hair. And I met with the doctor. I think he’s
a good guy. I had a funny thought. If you're a hypochondriac
about your physical health, somebody might say: don’t worry,
youre just being crazy. But if youre a hypochondriac about
your mental health, somebody might say: don’t worry, you're
not crazy. I told the doctor and he laughed. Cassie is laughing
too, is that funny, Cassie?

Yes.

We miss you. Goodnight Laura.

Goodnight mama.

Okay it’s your turn to have the bed, get your blankets up there.
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I don’t mind the floor daddy.

Of course not, the floor is great. I vastly prefer the floor,
and you had your turn last night. You get Sundays. I get all
the other nights because I'm the adult and I choose the floor.
It keeps my back straight.

Am I going to get a curvy back if I sleep on the bed? Like a
saxophone?

Like the one we saw on the way to the bus stop?

I don’t want a curvy back.

I promise it won’t happen.

Before bed, Dixon and Cassie opened the window and
traced out constellations. She knew them all by heart, but
she asked: daddy, what is that one? That’s the little moose,
he said and she laughed. No daddy, the little bear, she said.
And that one? The big pooper he said and she laughed harder.
No, the big dipper, she said. And that one? That is the most
beautiful of constellations, he said, my most favorite of them
all. What is it, daddy? It’s Cassiopeia, he said.

ixon knew his father heard voices from the woodpile

because every evening he observed the man halt on his
way up the walk and address the stack. Sometimes calmly,
sometimes with fierce violence, and sometimes it would start
one way and end another. Dixon was seven, old enough to
recognize a significant deviation for what it was. He asked
his Aunt Patty—who watched him in the afternoons until his
father came home—but she was a timorous woman with an
apprehension of her stern older brother even prior to all of
this, and she refused to comment.

And so he asked his father, only once because the reaction
was a terrible thing. The man was visibly struck with fear,
eyes wide like Cassie awakening from nightmare. Do they ask
you the question, Dixon? his father asked. No daddy. Dixon
now you listen to me, look me in the eyes, do they ask you the
question? No daddy. And his father stared off and drummed
his fingertips on the kitchen table and didn’t have another
bite of dinner, and Dixon put himself to bed and listened to
his father’s fingers rap on the table for hours to come.

His father began to mutter aloud from that point on, maybe
to warn Dixon without needing to converse about it. Maybe
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so he could pass it off, oh I'm just thinking out loud, oh I'm
remembering a show I saw. But nobody questioned him.

It’s in the wood but not only there, not just the woodpile,
it’s in all wood, it’s embedded in the very concept of wood, the
very word itself, wood, it lives in the utterance and is carried
from place to place in that way. It starts there in the wood but
don’t even worry about that, it’s the least of our trouble, it has
an endgame inconceivable to us. It starts with me and it ends
with dust, the whole world shaken down to the dirt. We'’re all
of a piece, don’t you see, what infects one infects all, breaks
down the false walls pretending to divide things. Until all is
dust. But it starts with me. I have to stop it. It all begins with
me and I have to stop it.

wo Santa Clauses on the way here, said Dixon. One Santa,
sure, whatever. But two separate Santas in September?

I also saw a Santa on my way in. It’s Portland, you know?
There is probably some event going on.

Hate to break it to you, doc, but maybe you're schizophrenic
too.

It takes one to know one, said Dr. Nickel. And anyway, as
one very smart person with that disease once said: there are
no schizophrenics, just people with schizophrenia. It doesn’t
become the definition of a person. Your father, don’t think of
him as a schizophrenic. He was a man who struggled with a
bad disease.

Struggled and lost. And I feel I'm getting worse.

I don’t know if your episodes are getting worse or not. I
don’t even think theyre episodes, and I think you should
consider moving to a more boring city. But your fear certainly
grows worse. It is paralyzing you.

I have no argument with that.

Why now, Dixon? Meaning, why did you come to see me
now, and not a year ago, two years ago.

I don’t know. Maybe just stress, the Gray Line article
keeping me up at night. I feel like I'm running out of time.
I'm 24. Prime years for onset. My father was quite old for
schizophrenia, he was 40. Does it mean anything? Do I wait
sixteen years to get sick?

Don’t wait for anything. Live your life. Let’s just posit,
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with your family history, that you have a ten-fold chance
of developing the disease. That’s 10%. To compare: in your
lifetime, you have a 50% chance of developing cancer. Why
not worry about that? Why not worry about heart attacks?
Getting hit by a car? Getting audited by the IRS?

My mother died of cancer, said Dixon. Lung. Took two
years, was painful. We had a hospital bed moved into the
house, and she was doped up on morphine most of the time.
She died just before dad got sick. I was a kid. Saw it with my
own eyes. Not afraid of it.

Fair enough. But you've got to admit, the IRS? Still scary,
said the psychiatrist.

I like you doc, even though you don’t take me seriously.
Maybe because of that, one of them thought.

Not worried for myself, Dixon continued. I don’t worry about
much of anything, as a matter of course. Lost my parents to
cancer and madness. Lost my wife to a drunk driver. Lost my
job to the internet and tight margins. What is left to protect?
Only one thing.

You're worried they’ll take Cassie, said the psychiatrist.

At least I had my aunt. Cassie has no one.

There is nothing preventive we can do, not really, nothing
proven. We can watch for signs. We can talk. We can start
medical treatment at the earliest sign of trouble.

Not before? Things can fall apart quickly.

Not a good idea.

The medicine works?

It helps significantly. There are a lot of very functional,
professional people with schizophrenia. Lawyers, doctors.
Journalists.

You’ll be there for me when it happens?

If it happens, I will be there.

ixon made rice and beans and they played Go Fish.

We had a good day, Laura. I saw the psychiatrist again.
That’s visit four. Nothing to report there, but in other news
I feel like I'm finally getting somewhere on the Gray Line
article. Had a phone call today with an insider who might be
willing to meet, give me the straight scoop on the condition of
anonymity. Maybe the break I'm looking for? And Cassie had
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a good day at school.

Can mama really hear us when we tell her about the day?

I don’t know, probably not. But I like to imagine she can.

Could we get a TV, daddy? Cassie asked.

Where'd you get that notion? We can’t afford a TV, he said,
and besides it’s just people trying to sell us more stuff that we
also can’t afford.

I want to see cartoons. I want to see Gerty the Cat.

Gerty the Cat huh. Look here, we don’t need a TV. Look
at me. Meow meow. Where’s my ball of yarn? Where’s my
stinky wet food? Meow meow I'm Gerty the Cat. What are
you laughing at, I'm Gerty the Cat.

You're silly. And you told mama that there is a phone and
we don’t even have a phone, so I think we should have a TV.

Put away the cards, honey, it’s time for bed.

Dixon and Cassie opened the window and traced out
constellations. They're silly aren’t they, she asked. They don’t
look like anything. Could I pick any stars and say they look
like a duck and call it The Duck?

People were trying to understand the world around them,
he said. Nobody knew what a star really was, but spent a lot
of time looking at them.

What if I found a circle constellation, like really a perfect
round circle, so nice that it couldn’t just be an accident?

Wouldn’t that be something, he said. What would you call
it?

I would name it after you, she said.

You would name it Dixon?

I would name it Daddy.

There are lots of daddies, he said. But she just hugged him
and looked up and he saw the green flash in her eyes, felt her
ribcage under his hands, heard her giggling and smelled the
bubble bath on her skin, and he leaned down and kissed her
forehead. And he said, Daddy it is. Let’s keep an eye open for
it.

Dixon’s father was a man named Gary. He married his high
school sweetheart. He was taciturn and firm but had a
secret love of ice cream that wasn’t secret, Dixon knew about
the icebox in the garage. After Dixon’s mother died, after
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they’d wheeled the body out to the hearse and the house sat
quiet, Gary brought Dixon out to the garage with two spoons
and they finished a pint of mint chocolate chip together in
silence.

Gary was never a verbose man, and the majority of words
he ever spoke to his son were uttered in the weeks of his
decline, pressured complaints of invasion and disturbance.
Surveillance through television, chemicals in milk. Worried
that he couldn’t distinguish whether memories were his own
or somebody else’s. Thoughts became untethered floating
objects in a room that anybody walking through could
possess by accident or intent. He was a complete human
being swiftly rendered inchoate, fragmentary. Soon his whole
life felt unreal, a performance on a stage but not even his
own performance. I'm a spectator, he said. They make it say
things and it says them. This started with me. I don’t know
where it ends.

In the hour before Gary jumped in front of the truck, he
and Dixon watched the sun set over the Yante River pouring
out to the horizon. Gary had taken him on a walk to get out
of the house, somewhere they could talk and no