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“What?” A frown on his face, Henry straightened from splitting a chunk of wood into two pieces. The double-bit axe dangled from his left hand as he turned to look up at Adam. He cupped his hand behind his ear. “What’s that again?”

“Pete and Repeat were sittin’ on a fence. It’s a joke.”

“Oh?”

Adam nodded. “Pete an’ Repeat were sittin’ on a fence. Then Pete up an’ fell off. So then who was left?”

“Left where?”

“On the fence.”

“Why were they sitting on a fence?”

Adam looked at his friend for a moment. “What? Well it don’t matter why they were—”

Henry turned away. Leaning on the axe, he reached past the splitting stump for another chunk of wood. “Matters to me.” He placed the wood piece upright on the stump and steadied it with his left hand. “If they were workin’ for me—” 

His right fist slid up nearer the head of the axe. “An’ I caught ‘em sittin’ on a fence—” 

He slashed downward with the axe, splitting the wood chunk perfectly. The two halves clattered off the stump. “Their butts’d be fired.” 

He looked over his shoulder at Adam. “An’ I don’t mean maybe.”

“No, it’s a joke, Henry. It’s only a joke.”

Henry looked around again. “Uh huh.” He glanced back at the stump, then past it, searching for his next victim. 

Adam continued. “It’s kind’a like a knock-knock joke, see. I ask a question, and then you answer it, and that’s what makes it funny.”

Henry frowned again. “What makes it funny?”

“Your answer.”

“Oh. Well if I ain’t in on it, how’s that work?”

“It works because only one answer fits the question. And when you say that answer, then the whole thing becomes funny.”

“You sure?”

Adam laughed. “Yes, I’m sure.”

Henry shrugged. “If you say so.” He turned back, shifted the axe to his right hand and slid his grip nearer the head. He steadied the wood chunk with his left hand and raised the axe.

“So you wanna hear it?”

“Hear what?” The axe came down and hit the end of the wood chunk, splitting it almost perfectly in half.

“The joke. About Pete and Repeat.”

Henry turned around again. He leaned the axe handle against his right hip, then pulled a red bandanna from his hip pocket. “Isn’t that the one you told me a minute ago?” He pulled off his hat and carefully dabbed at his forehead.

“No. I started it, but I didn’t finish it. You had questions.”

“Oh, okay.” He put his hat back on. “That makes sense, I guess, ‘cause I sure didn’t think it was all that funny.” He stuffed the bandanna back into his hip pocket. “All right, you got my full attention. Go ahead.”

“Okay. Well, Pete and Repeat are sittin’ on a fence. Then ol’ Pete up an’ falls off.”

“Somethin’ wrong with Pete’s inner ear?”

Adam frowned. “What?”

“I say, was somethin’ wrong with Pete’s inner ear? Losin’ your balance, that’s generally caused by a defective inner ear. Though that doesn’t really make sense. They say there’s a stirrup in your inner ear. You ever hear that? An’ a stirrup is more about helpin’ a fella keep his balance than losin’ it. Maybe that’s what’s wrong him. Maybe the stirrup in his inner ear come loose so he lost his balance. Is that what happened to ol’ Pete, you think?”

Adam sounded frustrated. “No. I mean, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter why he fell off, just like it didn’t matter why they were sittin’ on the fence in the first place. The two of ‘em were up there, maybe for no good reason at all, an’ Pete just fell off, that’s all. Understand?”

“Ah. Okay. Sorry. Go ahead.”

“You sure?”

“‘Course I’m sure. I ain’t daft.”

“Okay. Well see, Pete an’ Repeat—”

“I didn’t mean to get you upset, either. I was just wonderin’ why the two of ‘em’d be propped up there on a fence when the day’s passin’ by with work to be done, that’s all.” The axe handle still leaning against his leg, Henry put up both hands. “‘Course I do understand now that it don’t matter why they were just sittin’ when they ought’a been workin’.”

“Okay.”

“Just like I understand now that it don’t matter why ol’ Repeat just hauled off an’ fell off the fence, even though—”

“Pete.”

“Huh?”

“Pete fell off the fence. Not Repeat. Pete.”

“Oh. Okay. Well that explains a lot.”

Adam frowned. “What? Explains a lot about what?”

“Oh nothin’. You go on ahead with your joke. I sure hope it’s funny though, after all this.”

Adam looked at him for a moment. “You have a lot to do here. Maybe I can tell you some other—”

“No, no. It’s all right. I’m cooled down now. I get started again, get these ol’ muscles warmed up again, I don’t wanna have to stop again until I’m done. Go ahead. Let’s have the joke.”

Plainly exasperated, Adam took a deep breath. Then he blurted it out as quickly as his tongue would allow. “Pete an’ Repeat were sittin’ on a fence an’ nobody knew why an’ it didn’t matter anyhow. Then ol’ Pete up an’ fell off, though why he fell off nobody knows either. So who was left?”

“Where?”

“On the fence, Henry! On the damn fence! After Pete fell off the fence, who was left still sittin’ on the fence?”

Henry calmly spat to one side. “Hell, boy, I don’t know. How’m I supposed to know who was left still sittin’ on the fence?”

Adam’s face flushed. “What? You ought’a know ‘cause there was only two damn people sittin’ up there in the first place. That’s how you ought’a know! 

“Whoa. Calm down, Adam. I didn’t mean to get you upset. 

“Listen, if it means that much to you, I’ll help you out. Just let me get the facts straight. Now who was sittin’ on the fence?”

“Pete an’ Repeat.”

“An’ those two are friends or...?”

Adam’s voice was eerily calm. “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter.”

“All right. All right. I was just thinkin’ if they were friends or maybe even brothers, the one that didn’t fall off might’a made a grab for the one that did.”

“Damnit, Henry—”

“But that’s neither here nor there. Okay, so there was two of ‘em on this fence, an’ they were called Pete an’ Repeat. Is that about it?”

“Yes. Yes, that’s exactly it.”

“An’ then one of ‘em fell off for whatever reason, right? Maybe his inner ear was messed up or maybe somebody hidin’ in the woods chunked a rock that caught him on the noggin.”

“Right, one of ‘em fell off.”

“Okay. An’ what you want to know is which one of ‘em is still sittin’ up there on that fence, right?”

“Yes. Yes, Henry, that’s exactly right. So can I go ahead an’ tell the joke now?”

“No need for that. I think we’re almost there. So tell me again which one of ‘em fell off.”

“Repeat. No. No, I mean Pete.”

Henry frowned. “Pete. You sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” But to be sure, Adam quickly and quietly repeated the opening line again. “Pete an’ Repeat were sittin’ on the fence, an’ Pete fell off.” Then more loudly, he said, “Yes, I’m sure. Pete fell off.”

“Okay, good. Got that out of the way. So what was it you wanted to know again?”

“Which one was left.” He quickly raised one hand. “On the fence. Which one was still left sittin’ on the fence after Pete fell off when only Pete an’ Repeat were there in the first place? That’s what I want to know.”

Henry leaned back a bit. “Oh, well hell, why didn’t you say so? That’s easy. If there are two fellas sittin’ on a fence even though they ought’a be doin’ somethin’ useful an’ one of ‘em falls off— You said that was Pete, right? The one that fell off?”

“Yes, Pete fell off.”

“Then the one that didn’t fall off is the one that’s still sittin’ up there on the fence.”

“Yes! And what’s his name?”

Henry frowned. “Whose name?”

“What’s the name of the fella who’s still sittin’ up  there on the fence after Pete fell off?”

Henry tipped his hat back and looked hard at Adam. “You all right? From what you’ve been tellin’ me this whole time, the name of the one that’s left is Repeat. Though I gotta say I never met a fella named Repeat before. Doubt I ever will. 

“Anyway, is that all you were wantin’ to know?”

“Yeah, that’s it. That’s all I wanted to know.”

Henry cocked his head. “So that’s the joke?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Huh. I don’t recall a punch line.”

“No, there wasn’t a punch line. It was more of a joke that’s based on the other fella—” Adam raised his hands, then dropped them. He shook his head. Flustered, he said, “Ah, never mind. Maybe we’ll try again sometime.”

“If you say so. Maybe I’ll be through this wood pile by then.”

As the screen door on the house slapped against the door jamb some twenty yards behind Henry, Adam turned away and stormed off toward the barn. 

A moment later, Mary called, “Henry, was that Adam?”

He turned around. Mary was halfway across the yard with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses. He raised the axe and slapped it lightly into the splitting stump, then smiled. “Yeah, that was him.”

She glanced at the back of the receding young man. “He mad about somethin’?”

“Pete an’ Repeat.”

“Oh Henry, you didn’t.”

Henry grinned. “Yep. Got him to repeat the whole thing five or six times an’ he never caught on.”

“So you’re gonna tell him later, right?”

“Tell him what?”

* * * * * * *
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The Breath Formed
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“[Hunting is a most] detested sport

that owes its pleasure to another’s pain.”

William Cowper

He was eating. Picking tender shoots of new grass from early November snow. 

The air was crisp, clean, as if radiating off ice. 

There was almost no breeze, and then there was no breeze. 

The wind was cold up the canyon before, but now it was barely moving at all. Scented lightly with wild roses and strawberries, the smell of pine trees and melting snow. 

The sun was warm on his back. The thin layer of snow still on the branches and on the ground was mostly transparent. Droplets of water dripped from the edges. 

It was peaceful. Quiet. 

There was only the sound of his left front hoof as he adjusted his stance. Only the sound of a droplet of water falling from a pine branch. It hushed into the shaded snow beneath it. 

A big sound ripped through the solitude. 

It was too big to stop. It slapped the far wall of the canyon, then bounced back and forth, then back and forth, then back and forth, fading. Each time it left a bit of itself behind in the tall pine trees. 

But it was a big sound and something hit him. 

He swayed hard. His back hooves turned in the moist earth, the pine needles. He almost sat on his left hip. He caught himself and bolted downhill. 

Before him, the breath formed, the steam that was his breath. 

His eyes wide, he plunged into the breath.

It formed, and it was gone. 

He ran through his own breath. 

The breath formed. It led him. It was gone.

He ran through his breath. 

What was the big sound? And why?

Calm. Calm. Run into the breath. 

Make more breath, and run into the breath. 

Keep running into the breath. Don’t stop.

Running into the breath.

A big sound, hard. And something hit him. 

Then fire. A place of fire. There was a place of fire in front of his back legs. 

Snow. If he could throw himself on the snow, he might douse the fire and— 

No, the fire was trying to trick him. 

Fire burns bigger when things don’t run. 

If he stopped it would burn more, bigger, faster. 

It would burn him up. Run harder. Harder.

A numbness was moving to his hips. 

No, through his hips. They were numb.

His hips were numb. 

Through his hips, it was moving into his back legs. 

Trace it back. Run harder. Trace the numbness back.

It was coming from the fire. A trick of the fire. 

Coming to make him stop. 

Run faster. Outrun it. Run harder. 

What was the big noise and why?

What had hit him? 

It hit so hard. 

And why? 

He reached farther with his front legs, digging, pulling, trying to speed up.

Run faster. Run harder. Leave the fire behind. Leave the numb behind. 

Leave. Leave. He began to slow. 

The breath formed. He moved into it. Through it. Slowed.

Maybe the loud sound was not for him.

The breath formed. 

Keep moving through it. 

Maybe what hit him was an accident. Maybe nobody was trying to hurt him.

Maybe somebody would come to help him.

Maybe stop. Maybe wait.

They were coming to help. 

Maybe stop. 

He thought he would slow, move into a clearing. There were plenty of clearings this high, all filled with beautiful things. A good place to slow. A good place to lie down. To wait. 

Purple flowers, poking through snow around the edges where the trees kept them safe. 

Yellow flowers low to the ground where the sun hit more. Yellow flowers, just peeking through the patchwork thin ice-snow. Clear droplets dripping soft around the edges. Beautiful, beautiful things. 

He thought he would lie down gracefully, sideways to the trail. He would lie sideways, see them coming to help. He would guide them in. 

They would kneel next to him. He would raise his head to thank them.

They would put out the fire. They would help him.

He picked a clearing, the next one. 

The breath formed. He stumbled, but walked into the breath. Walked slowly through the breath. 

His hips and back legs were numb, his front legs filled with fatigue. He wanted to turn sideways, to watch for them, guide them in and—

The breath formed. He stumbled again, staggered hard. 

He stopped. Swayed. 

The breath formed and the muscles in his left leg tried to tense, tried to move him into it. He moved his nose into it. It was cool.

The breath formed and he watched as it dissipated. 

The breath formed and he stared through it.

His back end let go and twisted him to the ground. 

The fire was hot, growing. 

The breath formed. His eyes grew wide. 

Stopping was bad. 

A mistake. 

A trick of the fire. 

All a trick.

He reached with his chin. Reached downhill with his chin. Reached toward the purple flowers peeking through the shaded snow. He stretched his throat, looking for a breath. 

Striving for a breath. 

Calm. The breath formed, dissipated. 

The breath formed. It hung there. It dissipated.

That was okay. It was there. 

Calm. He didn’t have to watch anymore.

The breath formed. 

It would dissipate. He didn’t have to watch. 

He didn’t want to watch. 

He closed his eyes.

Somebody would come to help him.

The breath formed. He felt it cool on his snout.

It was an accident, the big sound and what hit him. 

He stretched his throat again. 

The breath formed. 

No need to watch. No need to know it’s there.

Just keep making it. 

The sound, something hitting him. It was all an accident. 

It was peaceful. It was quiet. There was only the sound of a droplet of water falling from a pine branch into the snow. There was only the sound of his left front hoof when he adjusted his stance. 

He tried to adjust his left front hoof now, remembering. 

A droplet of water fell from a pine branch. 

It hit beside his right eye. 

Trickled down his nose like a tear.

* * * * * * *
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Harold Nickel’s Last Dime
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On el dia de la fiesta, which happened once each month in Bahia Fresca, the pier was teeming with locals and tourists. Dozens of small, local fishing boats rode easy swells on the water in the bright mid-day sunlight. A few luxury craft were docked nearer the end of the pier at the marina. Occasionally one of the fishing boats groaned against a piling. Most hushed against old bits of carpet. 

A handful of boys, stripped to the waist, were laughing and doing cannonballs into the water between two of the fishing boats. They timed their leaps so they were well under water before the boats slapped together above them. Their shirts lay in a colorful pile of reds, greens and blues nearby.

A small group of girls a little farther away on the pier pretended not to watch. They  whispered and giggled behind fingers held to lips. Otherwise there seemed only to be locals and tourists on the pier.

A light breeze cooled the bay, carrying a crisp, clear scent touched only slightly with the ancient depths of the ocean. The edge of the pier was lined with small tables, two or three in front of each boat. They displayed various crafts as well as fish and other foodstuffs in which the locals hoped each other and the tourists might be interested.

Harold Nickel wandered along the pier, browsing among the tables. Dressed in khaki cargo trousers and a light-green, short-sleeved shirt over burnt brown huaraches, he looked very much like every other male tourist. Most of them wore some version of a baseball cap, but he hadn't gone quite that far. His tightly woven Panama straw fedora sat squarely on his forehead. The three inch brim shielded his eyes from the sun but enabled unfettered peripheral vision.  

He moved along with the crowd, blending in without appearing to blend in. Stopping at most tables to inspect the wares, he occasionally caught another tourist's attention. At times he smiled congenially. Other times he moved his lips in the silent greeting employed by strangers who fear they might offend by actually speaking. 

It didn’t matter. It was social interaction, and that’s what he craved. 

After being sequestered in the alternately drizzly and frozen northeast for the past eight months, he had needed to get out. It was always either raining or icy there, as if he’d been dropped on a planet with no sun. Harold was from Florida originally. His place in the witness protection program had proved to be a bad joke on behalf of the feds. 
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