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The Wheelbarrow
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​​​​​​A sinking feeling lingered in his gut as he made the slow walk home. It was an uphill climb, and the scorching heat of the sun made him sweat. His shirt clung to his back, wet and sticky. Still, he trudged heavily. The fifteen year old wanted the journey home to be as long as it could.

"A real man plays football," his father had declared. 

He put down the whiskey bottle on the table. There was a heavy thud. It made him flinch, but he tried to compose himself. The stocky man went on, his words slurring.

"No son of mine is gonna grow up to be a wimp. You're not gonna embarrass me in front of the old boys, are you?"

"No, sir."

"That's it. You go do what you have to do."

It sounded like a motivational dialogue between father and son, but he knew that his dad didn't have a single care about school. Or him. He just didn't want to listen to his buddies brag.

He had gone on to try out for the team. But he was no football player. He was nothing like his father, rugged and muscular despite the emerging pot belly he has acquired from the constant drinking. 

The boy had taken his mother's features - slender, willowy, and delicate. He had been adorable growing up and had been praised for it. But that was nothing to the old man. He was weak. A sissy. 

He had done all that he could. He fell hard. Scraped his elbow badly while he was at it. But he couldn't make the team. What would his father say? He wouldn't be disappointed. No, he would be furious. He had been bad. He had disobeyed.

The fifteen year old knew the man's personality. He had grown up with it, after all.  Overall, their father didn't care about them. Eat, sleep, don't make noise. He will provide and you will obey, and don't do anything that will piss him off. 

And that included many, many things.

As a child, he had discovered just how bad his father could get. He had been curious about his father's model boat. Picked it up, only for it to slip off his hands and fall into the floor. It landed with a thud. Intact. 

He breathed a sigh of relief and picked it up, only to look up and see the face of his father. Darkened. Silent fury burning in his eyes. He looked down to see a small flag left on the floor. Broken like a twig. 

The man took a bottle and smashed it on the table. The collision happened in slow motion. First, it made contact with the table. Splinters flew off from the old table where it hit, and then the glass cracked. Crack, crack, and then it exploded. 

Large pieces, small pieces, flying off everywhere. On the floor, on the table, past him and on him. 

The next thing he knew he was in his mother's embrace, blood oozing from the cut on his ear where a piece of glass whizzed by. It was a miracle none of it had gone into his eye. 

"See what you made me do," the older man said, his voice cold and subdued. 

He wanted to scream. His neck was sticky with blood, the metallic scent making him dizzy. But nothing escaped his throat.

"Say sorry to daddy, dear. He'll understand if you apologize," his mother said in a soothing voice. She was the kindest person he knew, and he wondered why she was even with a man like him. 

"S...so...rry..."

"What?"

"I'm sorry, daddy," he blubbered out, sobbing. 

"Don't do that again. Now stop crying or I'll make you."

He never cried in front of dad ever again. Real men didn't shed tears, after all. 

But Toby was not like him. Sweet Toby.

He was only four. A precocious child who wore his heart on his sleeve. He was noisy, energetic, and he never learned. When he was born, dad had hopes for him. But Toby was sweet, shy, and soft-hearted. 

"He's even worse than you," dad muttered. He didn't even know what to make of that. Would it be fine if he took it as a compliment? At least he'd get something out of it.

Toby constantly tested their father's patience. He was loud, and he cried openly. And the worst part was that he worshiped their father. Even when he was covered in bruises he would still cling to him, snot running down his nose. The old man hated it. 

He hated him. But he couldn't do anything about it right? Or could he?

He was afraid to go home. He knew dad was still angry.

"One day, I will take you away. From all of this," their mother whispered. It was their secret. But somehow dad heard. He heard and he didn't like it. 

He screamed, threw things. Plates shattered and furniture flew everywhere. He had embraced his mother. To protect her. They only had to wait it out for the anger to subside. 

But Toby was different. He had stepped in front of dad and screamed at the top of his lungs. 

"Stop it! Stop it! You're mean, daddy! You're bad!"

"You make him shut him or I'll do it myself!"

"No, please! He's only a boy!"

"Quiet! These two brats ruined it. Ruined us! He tests me one more time and I swear, I'll deliver him there myself!"

Those words rang in his head over and over again. Would his father actually do something to Toby?

He tried to snap away from his thoughts as he reached the highest part of the slope. His house would only be a 5 minute walk away. 

Then he would have to tell dad.

He surveyed the area with his eyes, looking for something to distract him. There were a few houses. Neighbors that pretended that life was happy. That nothing was wrong. Who didn't see the bruises peeking out from his arm sleeve as he pulled on it. 

At his right was a dense row of blackberry bushes sitting on an empty lot. During the season the neighborhood kids would gather around to collect berries. 

His mother would make pie, and his father would laugh heartily for appearances in everyone's company. Fake bliss, he knew, but it was something he looked forward to every year.

But this time there was something among the bushes. Something familiar.

It was painted yellow, now already faded. Rectangular and made of wood. Four red and blue wheels were planted into the soil. Half of it was hidden in the bushes, but he knew what it was. A wheelbarrow.

Toby's wheelbarrow. 

It was his wheelbarrow, actually. One of the few things dad bought for him that he didn't really need. They were fishing. Him, mom, dad, family friends. He had felt the line tug and he pulled.

"Get it, boy! Get it!" Dad's hoarse voice shouted.

"Nah, his arms are like twigs. They'll snap before he gets anything," one of the men chortled. 

He pulled hard, and somehow, like a miracle, he got it. It was a beauty. Big, too. It was a fluke, but it made that chubby guy shut up. His father beamed with pride.

"Tell you what. Tomorrow, we're gonna get you that wheelbarrow you'd been looking at and you can use it to haul in every large catch you get."

It was a symbol of his father's brief moment of pride for him. His son. Dad had etched his initials into the wood with his knife. That was how he knew it was his. 

That moment was short-lived though. He never caught anything larger than a minnow after that again. And so the wheelbarrow had laid discarded in a corner of their yard, forgotten until little Toby had decided to make it his own.

Now he was looking at it. 

Something about the wheelbarrow made his stomach churn. A heavy, clammy feeling engulfed him. He was sweaty, but the air around him had gone cold. 

He tried to tell himself that maybe the boy had forgotten it there. They would bring it back later. 

He took a few steps past it, but as he drew farther away he felt his legs become heavier, as if something was trying to drag him back to the bushes like a magnet. 

Slowly, he turned back. Clouds shielded him from the sun, and it cast a shadow over the scene before him. He clenched his fists as he slowly walked back to the wheelbarrow.

It stood innocently amidst the bushes. Every step towards it felt like hours on end. He felt his throat tighten as he slowly made his way towards it. 
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