Chickens

By Matthew Quinn Martin

“Who are you?” the man asked.

| opened my mouth to answer, but the words thaallystiowed so easy were
dammed. So I let my gun do the talking. Get iasitlsaid. The barrel pointed the way,
back into the darkened foyer of this five-bedrooroMénsion, and he followed it like the
born follower he appeared to be.

Three steps into the alcove, after the big oak @haorshut firmly behind us, |
noticed he was shaking. | watched as his corpgentjuivered in the shadows. What a
chicken. It made me sick. After a moment he plitéogether enough to spit out words.
“Who—" he began.

Before he could finish the repeated question | sddte business end of my
9mm hand cannon into his open pie-hole. | shovaddeep, watching the barrel
disappear up to the trigger guard, feeling thel slesk against his teeth. As | pushed
him down to his knees, his eyes peered up at nteghazed bewilderment.

Why?they asked.

Where to begin? | thought about the lump of fleseeling in terror before me,
about the man I'd spent half of my life believirmglie dead—the other half wishing that
were true. |took him in at a glance. Early-@sti Fleshy gut hanging over a woven
leather belt holding up crisp chinos. A grayinguebarely hid the neck waddle that
touched both peaks of his sweat-stained arrowrgalied a set of murky blue eyes, not
unlike my own, stared out from behind gold-rimmetigue bifocals. Well-fed,
respected, and content, that's what this man Wasthe outside, poles apart from my
hardscrabble, prison tatted and jail-scarred, cdimgdpted sinew. No one would have
mistaken us for father and son.

And that was his fault.

Still that look in his eyes. Who are you?

Again, my mouth failed to form the words. It wasiffear had its own gun
barrel rammed against the back of my gullet. Wly?d knows I'd waited long enough
for this day, rehearsed the speech in my mind Bomiand a half times. I'd known about
him, about my father, for sixteen years. A fulbtyears longer than I'd spent believing
him killed in Vietham.

Or in a car accident.

Or in a house fire. Or falling off of the roof idaiworking a construction site. Or
any one of the million little lies Ma’d fed me dng the spotty patchwork time we had
together. I'd found the truth tucked away in a waardboard box deep in the back of
her closet. That was an accident, much like | wasasn’t looking for a damn birth
certificate. | was looking for cash. It was rigtiter my mother’s last fake suicide
attempt turned out to be not so fake after all. etiar she’d really meant it, or if things
just got out of hand, no one was ever going to know

Or, quite honestly, care.

| think she meant to time it out with when | usyaot home, but that day I'd
spent a couple of hours tucked away in a grimy @oaf the local pharmacy trying to
catch up on the X-Men comics | could never affardtly. Hiding from life in their



splashy four-color panels like | always did backrth Running hand in hand away from
it all, just like I'd do later with the drugs—nanig like believing you can fly when
you've got the boot on your neck.

| heard the man choke on the barrel, felt the reajetk away as his gag reflex
kicked in. | pushed it in harder, felt my fingérake the trigger. | could start there, |
thought. 1 could tell him about what he’d left edh About Ma. About how | came
home at dusk that night, about how I'd had timé&xanyself a peanut butter sandwich
and a cup of coffee before | found her.

| could tell him how I didn’t call the hospital. d# | didn’t need to—I knew a
dead body when | saw one. Especially one as coldsdab of beef, lying naked in a
bathtub in its slowly congealing blood. | couldl tem how I threw up. That's a detail
I'd have left out for anyone else. But there wasone else. Never going to be. I'd
saved this tear-jerker for him, and now I couldalt it. All | could do was stand there,
my lips gawping like a gut fish.

| grit my teeth, thinking | could fill him in on ewhen | finally pulled my
sweaty forehead from the porcelain rim—atfter liged my tremoring mouth—I'd
forced myself to take a solid look at my motherslp. | could tell him what she looked
like. How her hazel eyes had gone dull and blaitkhing forward like she could see
something | wouldn’t be able to, at least not favlale. How her mouth hung open, a
sweet invitation to the flies that would be arriyisoon enough.

That was the night. The night that brought me héremember noting that the
cuts on her wrists were horizontal, the mark oharateur suicide, or a professional
faker. | sat down on the toilet seat, and pickedher half finished pack of light 100’s,
left there on the sink like she’d be lighting om®s. | shook out a stick and fired it up,
puffing nervously for a few moments as | looked daat the cold naked thing that used
to be Ma.

That was to be the first of many cigarettes. | wéate bloomer | guess, but I'd
make up for it. Soon there’d be plenty of cigsggsCweed, booze, ludes, GHB, coke,
dust, perks, X, meth, horse, some shit they doréhanake any more, but it started there.
It started with that first smoke. Which tastecelghit, and burned my throat, but they
always seemed to calm her down, and | needed talbe | needed to figure out where |
was going next.

A call to the hospital would mean visit from chéddrvices and | was not about to
spend one fucking minute in foster care. So ldds§la on her clammy stiffening
forehead, then tore through our shabby apartmakiig anything of value—anything |
could sell—and headed out the door, never sayngdlgye. As cold as that sounds, as
mercenary, it's what Ma would have wanted for riié¢hat she’d raised me to be. You
had to know her to understand that.

| reckoned | could tell him all that. Could telrihhow, at fourteen, | walked up
the onramp of I-95 and rode my thumb out into a Aemerica, carrying only cash, a
change of clothes, the half carton of light 100y mmother left as an inheritance—and
my birth certificate, with his fucking name on &xt to the wordather. | could fill him
in on what it took to survive those next sixteearge

But | didn’t. | kept my big mouth shut.

None of that seemed right. | didn’'t come hereetbhim about Ma. | didn’t
spend six months tracking down this well-fed fuokthat. | didn’t case his house for



two solid weeks, didn’t park my beat-up wood-padedbitbox station wagon a mile
away so no one would make it, didn’t stand outsidie ball-strangling cold for three
hours this morning waiting for his fucking trophyfevto take the kids to karate class, or
piano lessons, or Montessori school, or wherewefubk they were going in her Volvo--
didn’t do any of that, just so that the first wolg of my goddamn mouth would be
about the sometimes mother that left me as cottiagowering piece of shit sucking on
my gun barrel had done three decades ago.

This wasn’t going to be about her.

This was between him and me.

So then | wondered if maybe | should tell this guirg mass of blubber how |
used to dream about him. How I'd sit up in thekdamd pray. Pray to Father, Son, Holy
Ghost, to the Blessed Mother, to St. Joe, to anylbdidured might listen that’s he’'d
come back. That at the moment when things lookackbst my father would appear—
just pop up out of nowhere—and lift me into hisiga embrace. How he’d whisk me
away, showering me with love and gifts. Wrap ma islanket and give me a lollipop.

The bullshit dream of every abandoned child.

| gazed around me at the nice, expensive, andytatalilless house that stood like
a three-story middle finger on the end of this rsaquiet cul-de-sac. | peered at the
photos of his family hanging on the Tuscan orarigeter walls. Staring out from one
gilt-edged frame, | saw him happy. A black-haitedfic-stopper, twenty years his
junior, hung from his liver-spotted arm and a ceupil adorable moppets tottered in the
foreground. They all smiled, just as he smilechdAhat woman—that girl—she looked
younger than me. Her milky translucent skin dicdétray a single wrinkle, not one
goddamn worry-line, and a three-carat headlamp @drfkom her ring-finger.

| thought about the kids, trying to shoehorn thadered tykes into my childhood.
I'd give an eyetooth to be able to stuff the snradliee into the time we moved into public
housing. To somehow make him take my place; b®xaydor the scrapes and bruises
delivered by the older boys who ran that block,dhe’s who could never resist a good
kick party. Those kids in the portrait wouldn’teelasted the afternoon. | know. |
didn’t.

There were a lot of toughs in that project, butehgere two that really had it in
for me. Robbie and Marc were their names, MarbwitC’. Brothers. “Hey faggot,”
they’'d said sometime that first week. They couldir@ve been more than few years older
than me, but the right few years can mean a Itgrims of muscle and bone. It started
with shoving and taunting, then when | was dumbughao go to the pavement the fists
came, followed by the odd glass pop bottle or ladsenk of asphalt.

From the corner of my swollen eye, | caught a gimpf their old man sitting on
the cinderblock stoop, smoldering Newport in onedhdoamy half-finished O.E. 800 in
the other. | wonder if he was proud of his boys.

“Be more careful when you're out playing,” Ma saitien she saw the bruises.
“You think | got money for doctor bills? Now wastose cuts before your arm gets
infected and they have to chop it off.”

Then | asked her about my dad—about the man Idvaug day have kneeling
before me with a gun down his throat—and of cotlveavaterworks burst. | went to
hug her but—



“Wash yourself off first,” she said. “I don’t wagibu getting blood on my
couch.”

On her fucking filthy, ash-stained, cigarette butfeicking couch.

| could tell him about that. | could start thecerge’d think | was a giant goddamn
pussy.

No.

Not there. So | thought maybe | could start withatvl did the next day. Maybe.
About how | went armed. I'd heard that bullies ev@rst scared, and that if you stood up
to them they'd respect you. So | looked Marc vatiC’, the older one, square in the
eye, about to speak my piece when he shot out, feuo suck dick fag?”

“No,” | answered.

“So you tried it then?”

“No.”

“But you want to?”

“Yeah, you want to,” Robbie chimed in.

| just clenched my scraped up but still soft festsl waited for the inevitable.

“Know what | don’t get, Faggy?” Marc with a ‘C’ shitaking a break from
punching me. “How’d your faggot daddy manage todknup your slut mommy, suckin
dick all day like he does?”

“Must of missed the hole,” Robbie cackled. “Yeafyst of got shit faced,
thought your Ma was a dude and missed the hole Wwhened to buttfuck her. Or
maybe,” they were laughing now. Laughing hard.afe he did stick it in her ass and
that’'s where you came from. Shitbaby.”

“Yeah, Shitbaby.”

Shitbaby. That was going to be my name for a wh@éarting there, then
migrating to the bus, then school like a bad cdtéen the geeks and the losers used it.
Somebody had to be at the bottom.

Well | sure as hell wasn’t going tell my father abthat—about how the gun-
wielding bruiser, all muscle, tats, and scars, abmsgplatter the Tuscan orange plaster
and family portraits with his blood, brains, andikragments used to be know on the
block as Shitbaby.

“Shitbaby fag,” Marc with a ‘C’ had said that dayShould’ve flushed ya.”

And fuck if | was going to tell him how the fist¢arted up again. How | curled
up like a little chicken and let them hail downr l@w Marc with a ‘C’ went on, saying
“Hey fag? Sure you don't like sucking dick?”

“Show him. Show him,” Robbie added.

“Look at me when I'm talking to you, fag!” The damation point came as
another kick to the midsection, and | scraped mynpling head across the black tar
roadway in the direction of the voice, opening bieeck and swollen eye just in time to
see, for a single clear instant, Marc with a ‘Glaccid penis, right before a stinging
stream of piss hit me clear in the face. Robhieejd in from the other side.

That night | snuck back into the house, carefutliMa wouldn’t notice. Then
went upstairs, took a bath, and threw my bloodss+stained clothes in the trash, and
cried as quietly as | could. Cried until my eyeed out, determined it would be the last
time I'd be such a pussy.



It wasn't. | cried like a bitch every time. Eveigne they'd jump me. It was like
that for a while. Sometimes they brought theirsbrath them, or their skanky girlfriends
who would flick Marlboro Lights at my face, or stprmy fingers with their grimy
discount work boots if | was still dumb enough éach out for help. After about half a
year, | finally stopped crying. And haven't sincEhey must have beat it out of me.

| looked down at the man. | saw his tears stregrdown both cheeks. Maybe
those were enough for both of us. Maybe not. #eah | thought, maybe | should tell
Dad that story. Maybe he’d feel sorry for me then.

It would make killing him easier.

| hate it when people feel sorry for me. FuckgorBorry is for losers.

No.

Then | figured it out. | should tell him how | leeed. How | let the pain become
my tutor. How | never got used to it. Never gtenacceptit. Never. How the boots
and fists that rained down from Robbie and Mard ahthe others, became the
hammers and anvil | needed. How they pounded tesmmething more, something
less. How after six months | felt strong enougfight back. And was wrong. And
wrong again after another year.

But my day did come. It was winter, and I'd lufedbbie over to a patch of ice
by letting him get in an easy punch to the gutoubled over, and when he lunged, |
swept his feet out from underneath him. He wemtrdéace-first, chipping a tooth on the
granite curb. He was up soon enough, with a galitth to wipe the smirking triumph
off of my face. “Fuck you Shitbaby!”

But Marc with a ‘C’ stopped him before he coulddanother. “Fuck it bro, let’s
go. Clean you up.” | thought I might have cauglglimmer of respect in his eye as he
turned . | still got my share of beat-downs, bwvas the last day anyone called me
Shitbaby.

| thought | should tell him that. Or tell him hdwo months later Ma was dead
and | was on the road.

Ma was dead. My father alive.

I'd been grinding my teeth so hard my jaw felt likevas about to crack. | had to
say something. Anything. But what was there? ¥\ there to impress him with?
Boosting stereos at fifteen? Running short-congdgas before my eighteenth birthday?
Hauling big bags of generic Mexican Vikes over toder and getting pinched for it?
Pulling a two year bid in Tent-City, wearing pinkderwear, shackled to a old-school
Chicano gangbanger and a scabby no-tooth meth-Heggng ditches in the 120-degree
Arizona sunshine so the screws could bury a piletleér meth-heads and gangbangers?

| never thought it would go down like this. | wadtto make something of myself
first and show him. Show this fuck what a patheigeless relic he was. How | didn’t
need him. How | never needed him. But here | wis$een years later, and even my rap
sheet was an embarrassment. Nothing but bullsktiy prime, the kind of crap that
barely gets a mention on the local rag’s policdtbto Sixteen years and | was even a
failure at being a low-life. What a joke.

| looked at him again, trying to see something plastfear. What did | really
know of this man? What had his life been like®aw his reddened eyes gazing up at me.
Was it sorrow? Were we really so different? Deddeserve this? What had his father



been like? His father’'s father? Was all thig pusycle, an unbroken circle? And the
big question—what would it be like to forgive him?

| eased the barrel out of his mouth and steppekl. bacould see the spit glisten
off the gunmetal as he coughed, rising to one knee.

And | shot him in the chest.

Twice.

So I'd be able to watch the look in he eyes. Wdheth questioning look fizzling
out as his neuroconnectors went haywire—as hpeslipowards the fabled black tunnel
and its far far away light.

He sank in a pathetic slump, one hand still fegigping the white wooden
banister, as if maybe he held on tight enough toetbing of this world it would spare
him his deportation to the next.

It wouldn't.

And | don’t regret not telling him. It was for thest—to send my father to the
black with that question still lingering, as a gift was fitting. It was cruel. It was what
he deserved. |looked down at the cordite risrogifthe barrel. See, that wasn’t so
hard, | thought. | should have done it years dgmew we were far enough from the
other houses that no one had heard the shoteppexi over my father’s twitching body
and went to the fridge for a beer. He didn’t hang, just some bullshit Chardonnay, so |
made my self a glass of chocolate milk insteadenmivent to the living room and sat in
his overstuffed armchair.

| hefted the gun. It was still warm. Plenty oflbts left, even if | only needed
one. | thought about it, but | knew I'd never lideato pull that trigger with the barrel in
my mouth. Let’s face it, at heart I'd always behacken. A chicken just like my dad.

A chicken come home to roost.

| looked back up at the wall. At the picture. tAé black-haired beauty hanging
on his arm. She looked like she’d be fun. Feigtyreal scream. A gun barrel would be
the last thing she’d be sucking on tonight.

The last, but not the first.

I'd have to bat clean-up later, but like | saithald plenty of bullets left, and |
knew the kids wouldn’t be a problem.

They'd be coming with me.

Matthew Quinn Martin is a New York based writers ldriginal screenplay Slingshot was made into a
feature film starring Juliana Margulies, David Aregtie, Thora Birch, Balthazar Getty and Joely Fisher
Slingshot had its premiere at the TriBeCa Film kedt 2005, has been featured on Access Hollywood,
and is currently on DVD, distributed by the Weiistgo.

His screenplay A Very Good Year, featuring Dan ia(ifhe Wonder Years) and Gaius Charles (Friday
Night Lights) was presented at FilmFest New Ha@ther works of his have been produced by
NYCollective and The New Haven Theatre Co. In addiie has acted as a consultant or ghostwriter on
numerous projects for film and television.

Matthew's prose fiction has been published (ooithtoming) in Transition Magazine, The Crossing
ChaosAnthology: Quantum Genre on the Planet of @dswritten with Libby Cudmore),
MFA/MFYoulLiterary Journal, A Twist of Noir, EasteBtandard Crime, The Oddville Press and The Flash
Fiction Offensive.

He can also be seen flitting around the margingafr TV set...most notably in a recurring co-stagi

role on the first season of the JJ Abrams createage.

www.matthewquinnmartin.com



