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Kevin moved through the house like a ghost, navigating the darkness as he drifted from 
room to room in silence.  His bare feet made only the barest of sound against the 
hardwood floor and none at all on the carpets.  It was a habit he had acquired, a necessity 
of survival.  He entered the den where the television cast a cheerful glow onto the clutter 
of beer bottles, an overflowing ashtray, the scattering of potato chip crumbs on the floor, 
and halted, staring at the sleeping man slumped in the worn recliner.  Gentle snoring 
meant he was safe, for the moment.  Kevin rocked on his heels, his hands clutching and 
releasing rhythmically, lips moving wordlessly. 
 
 He took a careful step forward, lifting his foot high to clear the imaginary boundary.  
This was the forbidden room.  His stepfather’s sanctum.  The walls were adorned with 
trophies of conquest, a menagerie of frozen heads whose glass eyes seemed to follow the 
boy’s every move.  He watched them in return, still not convinced that the animals would 
not pounce on him, would not punish him for daring to be here.  He reached the coffee 
table without incident and gingerly lifted the potato chip bag.  It had only crumbs in the 
bottom, but he took it anyway.  The man’s sock covered feet were propped on the table, 
smelling like mildew, making Kevin’s nose wrinkle in distaste.  He turned around slowly, 
bag in hand, and began his retreat.   
 
 His stepfather snorted and stirred.  Kevin increased his pace, fear gripping his spine with 
talons of ice.  The big man yawned and stretched his legs, and knocked over one of the 
half empty beer bottles on the table.  The liquid splashed out, onto his feet, onto the table, 
and dripped wetly to the carpet.  His eyes flew open as he sat up quickly.  His beefy hand 
seized the bottle too late.  Kevin, nearly out of the room, almost safe, tried to become 
invisible as his stepfather’s eyes swept the room. 
 
 “Kevin!” he roared.  The boy jerked, his hands clutching the chip bag spasmodically.  
“You clumsy little…”  He rose from the recliner closing his hands into fists.  His eyes 
were blazing, catching the flickering light from the television.  Kevin watched him 
approach, unable to move, unable to speak, unable to make himself do anything other 
than watch.  Large hands closed around his shirt and pulled, jerked him off his feet, and 
shook him.  His mind closed, blocking out the terror.  They were alone together.  No one 
could speak for him, defend him, help him.  And this time might be the time his 
stepfather actually hit him. 
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 “You get this mess cleaned up, young man,” the man growled.  He released Kevin and 
stepped back, his chest heaving, skirting the edge of his rage. He loomed over the boy.  
“You’re so clumsy.  I can’t believe anyone could be more stupid than you.  Do you know 
that?” 
 
 Kevin looked up with wet eyes.  He wouldn’t cry, though.  Not anymore.  The man shook 
his head in disgust.  “I don’t know why I put up with you,” he added.  “My life would be 
so much better if you weren’t around.  Stupid little retard.” 
 
 “Ian?” a woman’s voice floated down from the head of the stairs.  “What’s going on 
down there?” 
 
 “Nothing, Tina,” Ian shouted back at her.  “Get your fanny back in bed.  It’s just Kevin 
making another mess.” 
 
 “Is everything okay?” she asked.  Her voice was tense, edged with uncertain fear.  Kevin 
couldn’t remember it ever sounding any other way.  He knew she meant was he okay.  It 
wasn’t something she could ask of Ian. 
 
 “Everything’s fine,” Ian said.  The anger had drained out of him, gone back to wherever 
it lived deep inside him.  
 
 Like a snake, Kevin thought.  A snake coiled up inside him, and it bites.  Ian put his 
hands on his waist and glared down at the boy.   
 
 “Clean this up before you go to bed,” he said softly.  “And you better get up in the 
morning the first time I call you.  I’ve had enough of you, Kevin.  I’m this close to 
sending you away.”  He held up his hand, thumb and forefinger nearly touching.  “Do 
you understand?” 
 
 Kevin hesitated.  Almost any answer was usually the wrong one.  He saw the light of 
anger return to his stepfather’s eyes and nodded quickly.  Ian sighed deeply, like someone 
burdened with a heavy load.  “Ah, to hell with you.”  He turned, kicking beer bottles 
over, and stomped away. 
 
 “Where’s Kevin?” the boy heard his mother ask as Ian’s heavy footsteps ascended the 
stairs.  “Isn’t he coming?” 
 
 “Woman, don’t start with me,” Ian warned.  Kevin couldn’t see her, but he knew his 
mother would be cringing, eyes downcast.  Meek, submissive.  She’d been strong once, 
long ago, before Kevin’s real father had abandoned them.  Not anymore. 
 
 Kevin began picking up the bottles, the trash, the crumbs and waste, while he listened to 
his stepfather stomp around upstairs.  Tina cried out once.  Kevin couldn’t tell why.  
Soon, the rhythmic creaking of the bed springs could be heard.  As in all things around 
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the house, Ian got what he wanted when he wanted it.  Kevin curled up on the sofa to 
wait for it to be over.  All around him, the silent victims cast their judgment upon him.  
He pulled his legs to his chest, wrapped his arms around them, and began to rock back 
and forth. 
 
 Presently it felt safe again to go upstairs.  His hunger was forgotten, or beaten out of him.   
He tiptoed past the spotless kitchen, past the place where his dinner plate had impacted 
the wall, hurled in a burst of Ian’s rage, all remnants of the mess gone.  The stairs made 
little noise beneath his feet.  He had learned where to best place his steps.  The door to his 
parent’s bedroom was ajar, but there was no light on within.  Ian was snoring again, not 
quite loud enough to mask the sound of gentle weeping.  Kevin kept his head down and 
hurried past to his room. 
 
 He was still awake hours later when Ian passed by his bedroom door on his way to the 
shower.  Tina appeared soon after.  She pushed open her son’s door and smiled warmly at 
him, almost appearing relieved that he was unharmed.  Almost.  “Time to get up, 
sleepyhead,” she said in her usual sing-song voice.  She circled the room picking up 
dropped clothes and toys, clicking her tongue at some of the things she found.  Kevin 
slipped off his bed and padded softly to his dresser.  Tina pulled a tiny wad of paper from 
his discarded jeans and stood up.  “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
 Kevin glanced at her over his shoulder as he pulled a pair of khaki pants from a drawer.  
He looked at what his mother held out to him, a tiny, intricately folded creation.  “Bird,” 
he said. 
 
 “A what?”  Tina held it up to her face.  “Oh, it’s a swan.  Where did you get this?” 
 
 “Made it.”  Kevin pushed his pajamas down and stepped out of them before putting on 
the clean pants. 
 
 Tina laughed.  “Tell me the truth,” she said.  “Did someone at school make this for you?” 
 
 Kevin shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “Got a book.”  He pulled a red shirt over his head, 
an embroidered airplane prominent on the chest, then reached back into the drawer for 
socks.  He stopped when he felt his mother’s hand on his shoulder.  She turned him 
around gently and stooped, bringing her face level with his. 
 
 “A book?” she asked.  “But Kevin, you don’t read.  Where did you get a book?” 
 
 “Library,” he said, pronouncing the word carefully.  “Teach said I could.  Nice pictures.  
Normal kids get books.  Me too.” 
 
 Tina smiled again.  “Of course you can, sweetie,” she said.  “I just didn’t know you 
wanted to look at any books.”  Kevin shrugged.  “Where is it?” she asked.  He pointed to 
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his bookbag laying next to the foot of the bed and went back to getting dressed.  Tina 
pulled away and stood.   
 
 “This is something new,” she said and shook her head in wonder.  “You actually 
remembered where you put something.  Socks are in the next drawer, dear.”  Kevin 
shifted his search down as Tina retrieved his bag.  Inside was a sheaf of papers held 
together by an oversized paperclip, a collection of crayon drawings and rough 
scribblings, typical for a kindergartner.  Lower down, below broken pencils and chewed 
erasers, a baggie containing the remains of yesterday’s lunch, a broken Transformers 
action figure, and some candy wrappers was the last thing Tina had expected to see in 
Kevin’s bag.  A book. 
 
 She pulled it out and held it up to the light to read the title.  “Origami,” she said aloud.  
“And you can do this?”  She flipped through the pages. 
 
 “Uh, huh,” Kevin answered.  He flopped on the floor to pull on his socks and shoes.   
 
 Tina looked from the line drawings in the book to her son’s face.  “Your teacher didn’t 
say anything about it,” she commented.  “The therapist did say your fine motor skills 
were improving though.  Can you make one for me?” 
 
 Kevin looked up at her.  “Now?” he asked.  Tina nodded.  Kevin paused a moment, as 
though his brain had to shift gears, then reached under his bed to pull out a small box 
filled with little wads of paper.  He dug through to the bottom and removed a clean sheet.  
Tina stooped beside him and rummaged through the box. 
 
 “Animals,” she said.  “They’re all animals.”  It was an entire zoo.  Elephant, horse, 
giraffe, turtle, dog, and dozens of others.  She lifted a monkey at stared at it.  “I can’t 
believe you can do this.” 
 
 Kevin paused in his attempt to tie his shoes, unable to get the laces to loop properly.  
“Can so,” he said simply. 
 
 Tina chuckled.  “Yes, I believe you can,” she said.  “I just meant I was impressed.” 
 
 “Impressed by what?” came a gruff voice at the door.  Kevin jerked and pulled back on 
himself.  Ian stepped through the door adjusting his tie and favoring the boy with a bitter 
glare.  He took the paper monkey from Tina’s hand and studied it.  “Where’d you get 
this, boy?” 
 
 Kevin just stared at him fearfully.  Ian wasn’t expecting a reply.  He crumpled the 
monkey in a tight fist.  “I’ve warned you about taking things,” he said, his voice taking 
on an angry edge.  “I won’t have a thief living in my house.” 
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 “Ian, he didn’t take them,” Tina said.  She had the same fear in her eyes that mirrored her 
son’s.  “He made them.”  She held out the book as proof. 
 
 Ian took it from her and flipped through the pages.  Then he laughed cruelly.  “Are you 
serious?” he asked.  “The boy can’t read.  He’s retarded, Tina.  He can’t even tie his 
shoes, what makes you think he can do origami?”  He tossed the book onto the floor 
contemptuously. 
 
 “Can so,” Kevin repeated, then cringed as his stepfather’s eyes turned on him again.   
 
 “Don’t lie to me, boy,” Ian growled.  He nudged the box with his toe.  “I’m going to be 
late for work, so I’ll just have to spank you when I get back.  And don’t think you’re 
momma’s going to talk me out of it this time.  You’ve stolen and you’ve lied.  You were 
trying to swipe food last night and I caught you.  That’s just too much to ignore.” 
 
 “Ian, please,” Tina begged.  She put a hand on his shoulder.  He shrugged her off.   
 
 “Not this time, Tina,” he said.  “I keep telling you he’s a discipline problem.  You keep 
yapping about those special ed classes, but what he really needs is regular beatings.  This 
time he’s going to get exactly what he needs.” 
 
 He started to turn away, hands clenched into fists, then turned back suddenly.  He 
grabbed up the box of animals.  “No!” Kevin yelled and grabbed for the box.  Ian shoved 
the boy away roughly.  He shoved Tina aside when she tried to reach for her son. 
 
 “Stop coddling him,” Ian shouted.  He pulled back his hand to strike, and Tina fell to her 
knees.  She covered her head with her arms, sobbing.  Ian hesitated.  He looked at the 
terror in her eyes, on Kevin’s face, and he smiled.  “I have to go,” he said, lowering his 
arm.  “We’ll finish this tonight.” 
 
 He spun on his heel and left, carrying the box of animals with him.  Kevin watched him 
leave, his eyes locked on the box.  Tina uncurled herself, tears wetting her cheeks.  Kevin 
slumped and stared blankly into the air, neither reaching for his mother nor reacting when 
she reached for him.  “I’m so sorry,” Tina said over and over, as if there was nothing 
more that could be said, nothing more she could do. 
 
 Eventually they heard Ian’s car pull out of the driveway.  Tina calmed down enough to 
be a mother again, going about the usual morning routine of getting her son ready for 
school, getting him on the bus, as if there was nothing wrong.  As if Ian’s threat was 
empty, though they both knew it wasn’t. 
 
 The box was sitting on top of the trashcan outside when Kevin got home from school just 
after lunch, but the animals were gone.  Tina was there to greet her son like she always 
was.  Her job, as Ian so often pointed out, was to be a housewife.  Being a mother was 
something she was supposed to do on her own time, so long as it didn’t interfere with her 
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taking care of her husband.  Tina sat her son down at the table and sat a bowl of canned 
spaghetti in front of him. 
 
 “How was your day?” she asked.  He didn’t answer, but she wasn’t expecting an answer.  
She busied herself at the sink.  “Did you eat your sandwich on the bus?  I sent peanut 
butter today, your favorite.  I know how you like your snack on the bus.”  She turned 
around to set a glass of water in front of him and froze.  There was a little paper dog 
sitting by Kevin’s plate. 
 
 “What’s that?” she asked, staring at the animal. 
 
 Kevin shrugged.  Tina picked it up.  The folds were intricate, the paper bending at 
seemingly impossible angles to form legs, a tail, neck, a little dog head complete with 
open mouth.  She looked at her son in wonder.  “This is incredible,” she said.  “Can you 
make another?” 
 
 “No,” Kevin said and pushed another mouthful of spaghetti into his mouth.  Tina looked 
at the dog again, then set it back on the table. 
 
 “That’s okay,” she said.  “Just don’t let your father see it, okay?” She watched him take 
the paper animal and stuff it unceremoniously into his pocket.  She gave him a smile 
when he looked up at her for approval.  He didn’t smile in return. 
 
 Later, she was pulling laundry out of the dryer when she found another animal perched 
on the laundry shelf beside a jug of detergent.  A crane, this time.  “Hello,” she told it as 
she removed it from the shelf.  “Where did you come from?”  She put it on top of the dry 
laundry and took it with her down the hall.  She stopped by Kevin’s room.  He was laying 
on his stomach on the floor busily scribbling with a red crayon.  He didn’t look up when 
his mother entered. 
 
 “Kevin, did you put this in the laundry room?” she asked, holding out the crane. 
 
 “No,” he answered without looking up. 
 
 “You’re not paying attention,” Tina said.  “Do you know what I’m talking about?” 
 
 “The crane,” he replied, scribbling. 
 
 Tina hesitated.  “Yes, that’s right,” she said.  “The crane.  How’d it get in the laundry 
room?” 
 
 Kevin shrugged.  “Flew away,” he said.  Tina gaped at him. 
 
 “Don’t tell stories,” she admonished.  “You put the crane in there.  You had to.  It’s 
paper, Kevin.  It’s not alive.” 
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 “I know,” he said.  He pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and switched crayons.  Tina 
moved to kneel beside him.  He glanced up briefly, his vision skirting the edges of her 
face without making contact with her eyes.  She set the crane on the floor beside his arm. 
 
 “Tell me the truth, Kevin,” she said.  “That’s all I’m asking.  Did you put this in the 
laundry room?” 
 
 He put his crayon down and stared at the floor.  “No,” he said. 
 
 “Promise?” 
 
 He nodded.  “Yes.” 
 
 “But you made it, right?” 
 
 Another nod.  His hand crept out and covered the paper bird.  Tina took a deep breath.  
“Can you show me?” she asked.  “Make something for me.” 
 
 “No,” he said quickly. 
 
 “Because you can’t?  It’s okay if you really can’t do it.  Mommy will understand.” 
 
 “Can so,” he said.  His hand tightened on the bird, crushing it.  “Can so.” 
 
 Tina didn’t want to push it.  “Okay,” she said.  “Fine.  I believe you.”  But she couldn’t 
keep the disappointment out of her voice.  She petted his head for a minute then rose.  
Kevin went back to his scribbling, covering the paper with blue.  She left him like that.  
Sometimes, it was just easier to let him be, to let him be unobtrusively sublime, for in that 
she could pretend he wasn’t handicapped, that he was a normal boy.  Ignoring his mental 
shortcomings wasn’t the best thing for him or her, Tina knew, but some days it was just 
too hard to be strong. 
 
 Ian came home a little later than usual that afternoon.  Tina knew what that meant even 
before she smelled the alcohol on his breath.  She knew better than to complain about it, 
though.  With luck, the liquor would ease his temperament.  She greeted him at the door 
like he expected her to and took his coat and briefcase.  “How was work, dear?” she 
asked.    
 
 “Fine,” he grunted in response.  He made a beeline for the bar and poured himself 
another drink.  Tina put his things away and tried to slip off to the kitchen.  He didn’t let 
her get away.  “Come here,” he demanded, his voice changing from distant to angry in 
the length of a breath.  Tina obeyed. 
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 “Yes, dear?” she asked, keeping her eyes downcast.  Ian took her chin in his hand and 
made her look up at him.   
 
 “You think I’ve forgotten, don’t you?” he asked.  His lips turned upward in a wicked 
smile.  “You’re as stupid as he is, aren’t you?” 
 
 Tina swallowed hard.  “What are you talking about, Ian?” she asked weakly.  He set his 
drink down, the ice tinkling in the glass, and pointed to the bottle of whisky on the bar.   
 
 “Explain that,” he said. 
 
 Tina looked to where he pointed.  A little paper elephant looked back at her.  Her mouth 
fell open in confusion.  “I don’t know,” she said, and instantly realized it was the wrong 
response.  Ian’s hand stung across her cheek, only a light reprimand, to show her he was 
serious. 
 
 “He brought more of them home from school, didn’t he?” he demanded.  “Someone at 
that school is making these things for him, and you let him have them after I said they 
had to go.” 
 
 “No, Ian,” Tina said.  She backed away from him rubbing her cheek.  “He must have left 
that one out yesterday.  That’s all.  You got rid of all of them.  Remember?” 
 
 Ian scowled at her.  “Of course I remember,” he snapped.  “Are you saying I’m so dumb 
I can’t remember what I’ve done?  I fed the little bastards into the paper shredder at work 
this morning.”  He laughed at the memory.  “And that was not here when I left.” 
 
 “Are you sure?” Tina asked.  “Maybe…”  Her words choked off in a frightened gasp as 
he rushed at her, lifting his arm to backhand her.   
 
 “Shut up,” he snarled.  “Don’t question me again.  Ever.  Are you doing this?”  He thrust 
the animal out at her. 
 
 Tina shook her head quickly.  “No, Ian.”  He used both hands to rip the animal into small 
pieces and flung the confetti at her.   
 
 “Kevin!” he bellowed.  “Get down here.”  He stalked back to the bar and retrieved his 
drink, downing it quickly.  He poured himself another.  Kevin appeared at the doorway.  
Ian motioned for him to come closer. 
 
 “Ian, don’t,” Tina pleaded. 
 
 The man’s face narrowed, his forehead creasing in anger.  “Don’t what?” he asked.  
“Don’t discipline the little dummy?  That’s the whole problem, Tina.  You let him get 
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away with anything because he’s a retard.  You’re only hurting him in the long run 
because he doesn’t learn to follow rules.  Life has rules.” 
 
 He turned his attention to the boy.  “Don’t you know that, Kevin?” he demanded.  “Don’t 
you know that you have to follow the rules?” 
 
 “No,” Kevin said.  He looked up, into his stepfather’s eyes, and there was something in 
there that made the man blanche.  His hands balled into fists.  Tina rushed forward.  Ian 
looked up at her, freezing her in mid-step, and he shoved Kevin aside angrily.  
 
 “What?” he shouted.  “You standing up to me, woman?” 
 
 “Ian, no,” Tina said, backing rapidly away.  “I thought you were going to hit him, that’s 
all.” 
 
 “I am going to hit him, dummy,” he continued as he advanced, hands clenching and 
unclenching.  “What’s going on around here?  Have you both forgotten who’s the boss?” 
 
 “No, Ian,” Tina sobbed.  She cried out when he hit her.  Kevin shrank away, backing into 
a corner, watching with wide eyes.  Ian loomed over the fallen woman, his eyes 
possessed by some inner fury. 
 
 Snake, Kevin thought.  It’s the snake.  He cringed and tried to hide behind the bar, 
whimpering.  He could hear Ian shouting, cursing, and his mother begging as she sobbed.  
And he heard the sickening sound of flesh striking flesh.  Something broke with a 
metallic crash, a table was turned over.  Then silence fell.  Silence. 
 
 Kevin continued to hide as people came and went later.  He stared into emptiness, trying 
to block it all out.  The flashing lights, the police, Mrs. Bathgate the neighbor pulling him 
gently from behind the bar and speaking soft words to him, his stepfather glaring at him 
from the doorway, daring him to refute what he was telling the police.  Outside, the siren 
of the ambulance was loud and frightening, but Kevin just stared down at his feet through 
it all, letting everything pass by and around him like a dream. 
 
 Later, when the house was quieter, Mrs. Bathgate came to tuck him in.  “There, there,” 
she said as she drew covers up around him.  “You’re mommy just fell down, is all.  Just 
an accident.  She should be back by morning.”  She patted the boy’s head.  Kevin didn’t 
look at her.   
 
 “Is he all right?” asked a voice at the doorway.  Mrs. Bathgate stood and turned to the 
younger woman who had appeared.   
 
 “Yes, Nancy,” she said to her daughter.  “I think so.  It’s hard to tell with children like 
him, though.” 
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 “You mean because he’s…handicapped?”  The younger woman moved into the room, 
arms folded on her chest.  “I don’t think that was any accident.” 
 
 Mrs. Bathgate sighed.  “I don’t either,” she said.  “But we shouldn’t discuss it in front of 
the child.” 
 
 “I thought he was catatonic or something.” 
 
 “No, just withdrawn.”  Mrs. Bathgate favored Kevin with a kind smile.  “He knows what 
happened.  He usually doesn’t talk much anyway, but I think this is unusual.  This 
silence.  I’m worried for him.” 
 
 “What can we do?” Nance asked.  She was looking at Kevin, too.  He felt uncomfortable. 
 
 Mrs. Bathgate shook her head.  “Nothing, I’m afraid.  We can call social services in the 
morning.  File a complaint.  Maybe something will happen this time.” 
 
 “Where is he?” Nancy asked.  She moved closer to the bed, looking at something on the 
bedside table.  “The bastard, I mean.” 
 
 “At the hospital,” the older woman said.  “Pretending to be a dutiful husband.  She’s got 
a broken arm and a concussion.  She’ll be home tomorrow.” 
 
 Nancy shook her head and lifted a little paper animal from the table.  “It’s a shame,” she 
said.  “I wouldn’t take it if it was me.” 
 
 “We all say that,” Mrs. Bathgate said.  “But the truth is we’ve never been in that 
situation.  I don’t know how I’d react, what I’d do.  I loved your father very much.  So 
much I’d want to forgive him if he ever hit me.  He never did, thank goodness.  But 
still…” 
 
 “I know,” Nancy said.  She held up the folded paper.  “It’s a snake,” she said.  “Does he 
do this?” 
 
 “I don’t know,” Mrs. Bathgate replied, taking the animal.  “Probably.  A savant, I 
suppose.” 
 
 They continued talking for a few minutes, as if Kevin couldn’t hear them or understand.  
He lay there quietly, listening, saying nothing until they were gone.  He was tired, he was 
hungry, but he was no longer afraid.  He pushed off his covers and swung his feet to the 
floor.  His paper and crayons were just under the bed, and he pulled them out with 
reverence.  As the women puttered around downstairs, Kevin took the top sheet and 
began to fold. 
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 Ian returned shortly before dawn.  Kevin was back in bed by then, finally asleep.  Ian 
looked in on him, sneering at the boy’s back, wanting nothing more than to finish what 
he’d started.  “Not yet,” he muttered.  He went back downstairs and ushered the talkative 
women out.  They didn’t want to leave, he could tell.  Afraid for the boy, probably.  Just 
what he expected from women.  They had no good excuse not to go, however.  They 
were too afraid to confront him. 
 
 Upstairs, Kevin slipped out of his bed.  He tiptoed into the hallway silently, like a wraith 
moving through a tomb.  He clutched the railings at the top of the stairs in sweaty hands, 
staring down, listening to his stepfather’s movements.  He turned his head to one side.  
“Okay,” he said to the darkness. 
 
 Ian, drink in hand, ascended the stairs.  Tina would be home later.  He’d spent all the 
time at the hospital he could take.  Her sister had made it clear she knew he was to blame 
for Tina’s injuries.  “Brought it on herself,” he muttered, remembering.  He reached the 
top of the stairs and headed for the toilet.  Kevin’s door was ajar, but he didn’t look in 
this time. 
 
 He flipped on the light and set his drink on the counter.  The toilet seat was already up, 
meaning the boy had been up.  Ian entertained himself with possibilities as he relieved 
himself.  “Things are going to be different,” he said to the air.  “No more playing around.  
She knows who’s boss now.  Time the boy learned, too.”  His eyes drifted to the fur 
covered tank on the back of the toilet, his lips curling in distaste at the female 
decorations.  A tiny paper animal caught his eye. 
 
 “What?” he growled.  He reached for it, a little horse, and missed the toilet bowl, 
splashing urine onto his left foot and the floor.  He cursed loudly.  The animal went into 
the water next and then down the drain.  He closed his pants and stomped his way down 
the hall to Kevin’s room.  
 
 The door was shut and locked.  He pounded on it with his fist.  “Open the door, boy,” he 
yelled.  “I found what you left in the bathroom.  You trying to defy me, boy?” 
 
 There was no answer from within.  Ian rattled the door handle.  He put his shoulder to the 
door and pushed.  It didn’t move.  He leaned back and slammed himself against the 
wood.  The doorframe splintered and the door opened an inch then stopped.  Kevin had 
obviously shoved furniture in front of the door. 
 
 “You little freak,” Ian shouted through the crack.  “Now you’re really in for it.  You 
thought I was playing around?  I’ve had enough of you, boy.  Enough!”  He shoved his 
body against the door even harder, forcing it open another inch.  As he leaned back to 
prepare for another thrust, the door suddenly slammed shut.  Snarling with rage, Ian flung 
himself against the wood again.  The door started inward, then came back at him 
forcefully.  The wood in the center of the door splintered and cracked, looking for all the 
world as if a horse had kicked the door shut. 
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 Ian backed away in shock.  “Fine,” he muttered.  He turned away and rushed down the 
stairs, muttering angrily and loudly to himself.  His foot hit something at the bottom of 
the stairs and his legs flew out from under him.  He flung out his arms as he sprawled 
face first onto the carpet.  He cursed and spun around onto his back to see what he’d 
tripped on. 
 
 A paper turtle stared back at him from the bottom step. 
 
 “No way,” he said.  He grabbed up the little animal and tore it in half.  He shoved himself 
to his feet and stomped his way into the kitchen, then through it into the garage.  His tool 
cabinet was by the far wall.  He jerked it open and began pulling things out, tossing tools 
onto the workbench.  Something fluttered by his head, making him duck.  When he 
looked back at the table, a tiny paper swan was perched atop the hammer he’d just place 
there. 
 
 Ian stared at it for a long time.  He reached slowly into the cabinet for his mallet, keeping 
his gaze focused on the swan.  Pain lanced through his fingers and he snatched his hand 
back.  He was bleeding from his finger, from tiny holes that looked like teeth marks.  
Inside the cabinet, between the mallet and his handsaw, was a folded paper lion. 
 
 He backed away slowly, staring at the animal.  Something unseen fluttered past his face 
again.  The swan was gone from the worktable.  Ian grabbed up his chainsaw and ran 
from the garage.  He slammed the door shut behind him and locked it, making sure to 
throw the deadbolt. 
 
 “You want to play,” he snarled.  “We’ll play all right.  He yanked the starter cord on the 
chainsaw and it roared to life.  He kicked open the kitchen door and headed for the stairs.  
The chainsaw was loud, and no doubt the neighbors would be able to hear it.  Ian no 
longer cared.  This had gone beyond a discipline problem. 
 
 He was nearly to the top of the stairs when he spotted another animal on the landing 
above him.  A paper monkey, like a guard, was waiting for him.  Ian hefted the chainsaw 
and revved the motor.  “I’m not scared of you, Kevin,” he bellowed.  He advanced 
another step.  He felt a tug on his pants leg and his limb was pulled out from under him.  
He flung his arms into the air trying to stop his fall.  The chainsaw, still running, flew 
into the air.  Ian landed on his back and rolled over himself down the stairs. 
 
 He landed on his back, knocking the wind out of him.  The chainsaw struck the steps and 
bounced.  It revved to speed in the air as it spun toward him.  Ian rolled to one side just 
before the saw struck the floor where his head had been.  It tumbled to a stop nearby.  Ian 
drew away from it.  The paper monkey was wedged into the trigger guard, and the chain 
was whizzing angrily as the saw chewed into the wood.  Ian used the railing to pull 
himself to his feet, backing away from the saw.  He looked up the stairs.  A paper dog 
stared back down at him from near the top of the stairs. 
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 “This can’t be happening,” he said.  He took a cautious step toward his den.  His gun was 
still in the desk drawer.  Loaded.  He spun in a circle frantically, expecting to see paper 
animals come out of the woodwork after him.  The phone rang, startling him.  He didn’t 
answer it.  He bolted for the desk. 
 
 He felt a weight strike his back followed by searing pain.  Something else struck his thigh 
and dug in.  He grabbed at it and pulled away a wad of paper turned red with blood.  He 
leaned on the desk as he dragged himself around it and jerked open the drawer.  His hand 
closed around the cold steel of the pistol as something else bit into his neck.  He 
screamed and fired off a shot blindly, the bullet chewing a gouge out of the desktop.  His 
arms flailed wildly as the air was suddenly filled with the fluttering of tiny wings, and 
more pain fell over him like a net. 
 
 The gun fell from his hands as he ran for the door.  He was sobbing, pulling at himself, 
ripping his clothing, trying to rid himself of the things clinging to him.  He saw Kevin on 
the stairs watching him.  “Help me!” he bellowed, hand clawing the air.  The boy’s eyes 
were blank.  “Oh God, this can’t be real.” 
 
 “Can so,” Kevin answered.  He held out his hand and opened his fist.  Something white 
leaped from his hand and sailed through the air, a mouth gaping wide with tiny paper 
teeth and eyes glowing red. 
 
 Ian had time to scream.  Once, and once only.  Then the world was colored by the red 
haze of pain, and everything spun away into darkness. 
 
 Light spilled through the windows as the sun rose above the horizon, pale yellow light 
suffusing the air with gentle warmth.  The front door opened.  “Let me help you,” Mrs. 
Bathgate said, putting her hand on Tina’s arm as they tried to get through the door 
together.  They stopped just inside the doorway, staring at the scene before them. 
 
 “Hi,” Kevin said from the bottom step.  He was dressed in jeans and a blue t-shirt printed 
with the image of Bugs Bunny.  His hair was smoothed back and slightly damp, his face 
clean, and his shoes tied neatly.  And he was smiling. 
 
 “Hey, baby,” Tina said hobbling forward.  Her arm was in a cast from wrist to elbow, but 
she managed to give her son a tight hug anyway.  “I missed you so much.  Are you 
okay?” 
 
 “Yeah,” he answered, surprising her.  She held him at arms length and gazed at him 
happily.   
 
 “Are you sure?” she asked, looking him up and down.  She could see he was unhurt, and 
it was a pleasant surprise.  “Where’s Ian?”  Kevin shrugged.  Tina pulled him into 
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another hug.  “It doesn’t matter.  He’s not gong to be part of our lives anymore.  Not 
anymore.” 
 
 “I know,” Kevin said.  He returned his mother’s embrace enthusiastically, clinging to her 
like he hadn’t done in years.  Tina was too happy to question it.  Mrs. Bathgate beamed at 
them from the doorway.  The house seemed different, brighter, as if darkness had been 
washed out of it.  Mother and son turned and began to climb the stairs, clinging to each 
other with renewed hope.   
 
 “Did Ian go out?” Tina asked.  “I thought he’d be here.  His car is in the garage.” 
 
 “Gone,” was all Kevin said.   
 
 “Gone?  Gone where?” 
 
 Kevin shrugged.  He skipped a step, raising his leg high as though to avoid something.  
Tina stopped and looked down at the step.  She bent over and picked up what she saw, a 
little paper animal.  A tiger, the paper colored red with crayon around its mouth, as 
though it had recently fed.  She looked at her son standing higher on the stairs, looking 
back at her with a wide smile.  And she wondered. 
 
 She set the tiger back on the stair carefully, gingerly, and left it there.  “Good boy,” she 
said, only half speaking to her son.  “Good boy.” 
 
 She took her son’s hand and continued to climb, and never looked back. 
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